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Abstract
Producing the Moon
An account of the Festival of Perth: 1953-1999
This doctoral investigation is a study of the Festival of Perth from its foundation in 1953
until its name changed to the Perth International Arts Festival (PIAF) in 1999. It charts
chronologically the key directors and their contributions to the Festival’s program and
management, creating the first single-volume and illustrated account of the Festival of
Perth. From a small but visionary concept, the Festival of Perth provided an avenue
through which international acts and performances could be brought to Perth audiences.
At the same time, the Festival brokered the development and presentation of local work
and encouraged the provision of an arts infrastructure in Western Australia.
This year-by-year account has been composed from various sources, triangulating and
comparing data from archival documents, pre-existing interview transcripts, newly created
oral histories, and selected photos and promotional images. A theoretical framework of
events management, outlined by Donald Getz, provides a lens through which to see
the achievements of the Festival of Perth within the global rise of festival culture. This
account and analysis situates the Festival of Perth within accepted definitions of festivals.
What started out as a ‘homegrown’ series of events for a small but specific audience of
summer school students evolved to become a major international festival, pioneering the
‘big bang’ model for festivals in Australia’s capital cities.
To build the context and conclusion, this thesis is structured to reflect the major
periods of the Festival’s development and programming under the directorships of
Fred Alexander, John Birman and David Blenkinsop, and, in the latter years, the senior
administrator Henry Boston. The artistic vision and mission of these four, key personnel
was instrumental in the establishment of the Festival in the 1950s, its growth during the
1960s and 1970s, and the development of a successful, modern formula for festivals in
the 1980s and 1990s.
My reading of the research data emphasises the idiosyncratic and almost haphazard
nature of the development of the Festival of Perth. The Festival of Perth was greatly
coloured by the differing personalities and programming preferences of each of its
four central figures, and the need to respond to differing stakeholder demands. The
combination of the key players’ desires to bring the best international acts to Perth, to
manufacture and increase arts audiences in Western Australia through targeted cultural
events, and their perceived need to improve and educate both the audience and local
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arts sector, led to a hybrid style of programming which worked in Western Australia for
forty-six years.
As the first, post-World War II, multi-arts festival in the southern hemisphere, the Festival
of Perth can be seen to have initiated the transformation of Perth from cultural desert to
internationally desirable performance location. The Festival of Perth quickly became an
important institution for the city, state and national community, and continues to be a
significant annual event under its new name of the Perth International Arts Festival.
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Chapter One

Introduction and Background to the Study
Introduction and Background to the Research
This thesis came to fruition through the recognition that there was a limited amount of
written history about the Festival of Perth, which became known as the Perth International
Arts Festival (PIAF) after 1999. Originally my research intended to make a comparison of the
Perth International Arts Festival to the Edinburgh International Festival from a marketing
perspective. While it was relatively easy to find written histories about the Edinburgh
Festival, no single volume on the Festival of Perth existed. The most comprehensive
histories of the Festival found were written by Lillian Travicich for an undergraduate
dissertation in 1964, and by the Festival’s second director, John Birman, who charted
the early history of the Festival in the journal Studies in continuing education, published in
1980 and 1981. My informal conversations with David Blenkinsop, director of the Festival
of Perth from 1977-1999, revealed that he did not know of any single-volume history of
the Festival, nor had he written his memoirs. This thesis aims to fill that gap in the written
history of the Festival by considering the foundation of the Festival and providing a yearby-year account of Festival events from 1953-1999, featuring the development of key areas
such as the Festival’s growth, its programming, the personalities who were responsible for
its management and the arts infrastructure of Western Australia.

The objective of the research study was to gather information towards a narrative
of the Festival of Perth which was rigorous as well as being colourful and lively. The
intention was to present a single-volume, written and illustrated account of the Festival
from its conception post-World War II to its conclusion under that name in 1999.
This would add to the existing body of knowledge in the fields of written and oral
history. The research question is where does the Festival of Perth sit within accepted
definitions of festivals?
In order to achieve this a range of data sources was identified. These included archival
documents, annual reports, Festival programs and brochures, journal articles, newspaper
and magazine clippings, ephemera items and on-line resources. John Birman’s journal
articles published in Studies in continuing education (1980 & 1981), in which he writes
about the early history of the Festival were heavily drawn on. The data collection method
of oral history interviewing was identified at an early stage as a way to enhance preexisting oral history transcripts and other resources already available. The combination
of these data sources could be used to help tell a story of the Festival of Perth, the
details of which follow.
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Oral History Interviews
Pre-existing oral history interviews undertaken with the Festival of Perth’s first and second
Directors, Fred Alexander and John Birman, the transcripts of which are stored in the
Battye Collection of the State Library of Western Australia, were key resources which I
used extensively (particularly Adams’s interview with Birman, 1981). From these I took
my cue as to what method I should employ to glean information from a selected group
of people about the later years of the Festival of Perth (1977-1999). As a consequence
of wanting to add to and update some of the existing data sources, the main method of
data collection for the latter half of the thesis was through semi-structured, oral history
interviews with David Blenkinsop, the third and last director before the Festival’s name
changed, and those around him. The oral history interview format was also chosen in
order to provide flexibility when collecting data.
Six interviews were conducted with four key personnel between 12 May and 18
September, 2007. Three interviews were conducted with David Blenkinsop, Director of
the Festival of Perth from 1977-1999, to get the story ‘straight from the horse’s mouth’.
An interview was also conducted with his wife, Lynn Blenkinsop, as she was a key
figure in the Friends of the Festival, the organisation which supported the artists, and
encouraged greater participation by the audience. This interview with Lynn also offered
a personal perspective on David’s time as Director. A further interview was conducted
with Henry Boston, who first worked at the Festival as a stage manager in 1983, and
became the Festival Administrator in 1988. As Boston worked closely with Blenkinsop
until he resigned after the 1999 Festival, the interview provided a close colleague’s
perspective. The last interview was conducted with Margaret Seares, the Senior Deputy
Vice Chancellor at the University of Western Australia, under whose jurisdiction the
Festival falls. This interview was conducted to provide an institutional perspective on the
Festival under Blenkinsop’s directorship. The resultant story is primarily based on the four
chosen interviewees, and would surely have been different if other participants had been
selected. The full transcripts of the interviews, interview guides and brief descriptions of
the environments in which the interviews took place are provided as Appendix A.
Having selected a key method of data collection, I began an investigation into what oral
history was, and how I should go about conducting the interviews. The literature suggested
that oral history interviews were a very inexact science; that personal recollections are a
starting point for further research and not a definitive guide to what actually took place.
Cornelius Ryan, author of The Longest Day commented that:
In my kind of writing, one fact stands out more than any of the others – the very worthlessness
of human testimony. Unless, unless it can be substantiated by documents supporting the
testimony. (Ryan in Hoffman & Hoffman, 1984, p. 108)

Similarly, the text Oral History: A Practical Guide reiterates this and states, “Oral history
cannot be separated from or substituted for other methods of historical research” (Southern
Oral History Program, 2005, p. Notes on Interviewing). The nature of memory and the
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imprecision associated with oral history interviews provided me with the opportunity to
compare these told stories to written records and other data sources. The possibility of
adding to and enlivening the pre-existing printed records with personal stories and pictorial
representations to create a narrative rather than just providing documentary evidence, was
an appealing prospect. I was always aware that what I was writing was just one of many
possible versions of the history of the Festival of Perth, and other writers using different
data sources and research methods would find a different perspective on the subject. In
this respect I concur with Pelias, who is quoted in Owen et al as saying:
I recognize that any kind of narrative that I might [write], any story that I might perform has
other versions. And the people I implicate in that story clearly might not like my version.
Whatever story I am telling is not going to be the story. (Pelias in Owen, McRae, Adams,
& Vitale, 2009, pp. 183-184)

In the style of semi-structured interviewing, the four interviewees were sent an interview
guide prior to the interview which provided an outline or framework, but these questions
were not proscriptive nor strictly adhered to. The same biographical questions were
asked of each person to start off the interviews and then participants had the opportunity
to digress from the key questions, to add in their own anecdotes, or to highlight projects
or issues that they thought were of significance. The researcher also had the opportunity
to further question interviewees on topics of interest, or to delve deeper into comments
that were made during the course of the interview. The organic approach to the oral
history interviews worked well in allowing information to be collected that may not have
been if set questions or a strict interview structure had been used. The oral history
interviews also revealed the passion (or otherwise) of the participants for the Festival as
an entity. Each became animated about the aspects in which they were most interested,
providing depth and colour which is otherwise difficult to convey through reviewing
written data alone.
The initial interview guides followed some of the conventions of oral history, or life story,
interview techniques. In her book Qualitative Research Methods, Pranee Liamputtong
builds on the work of Robert Atkinson. Atkinson devised a series of questions that can
be asked in a life story interview, and Liamputtong divides them into themes which
researchers can use or modify according to their research. The questions which I put
to my subjects can be compared against Liamputtong’s themes and the paraphrased
questions of Atkinson (Liamputtong, 2009, pp. 116-117).
For example, Liamputtong suggests the theme of ‘Birth and family of origin’; Atkinson
suggests using the phrase ‘Please tell me about your parents’; and I used more
straightforward questions such as, ‘When and where were you born?’ and ‘What were
the names and occupations of your parents?’. Liamputtong also suggests the theme
of ‘Cultural settings and traditions’; Atkinson suggests asking ‘Can you tell me about
some early memories of cultural influences in your family?’; and although I didn’t ask
questions on this specific theme I nevertheless received responses which outlined
cultural influences, such as David Blenkinsop who told the story of going to the circus
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and seeing violin players for the first time, or Lynn Blenkinsop told of where she learned
to play the piano and of being a ballet dancer as a young girl. On Liamputtong’s theme
of ‘Love and work’, reflected in Atkinson’s question ‘How did you come to do the work
you have now?’; much of David Blenkinsop’s first interview was focused on his early
career and how he came to be Director of the Festival of Perth. I also prompted David
Blenkinsop to tell me about significant events in his personal life which ran in parallel to
significant advances in his working life and career. Liamputtong suggests that further
discussion might centre around ‘Historical events or periods’; Atkinson addresses
this in the question ‘Please tell me about the most important historical event that you
have taken part in?’; as part of one of my interviews with David Blenkinsop he briefly
recounted his national service spent in a divided Berlin post-World War II. While this is
not a specific date in European history, it is a very definitely an influential time and place
for the development of international relations in the second half of the twentieth century,
which David Blenkinsop witnessed first-hand. Similarly, Lynn Blenkinsop mentioned that
her family had to leave Nigeria post-independence as a result of the corruption and
bribery. On Liamputtong’s theme of ‘Retirement’, I did not ask David Blenkinsop the
question posed by Atkinson of ‘Please tell me what you miss most about your work’,
even although David is retired. I did ask Henry Boston if he missed the Festival, to which
he replied for himself and on David’s behalf, noting:
No, I think I’ve gone beyond that stage. There was a time, you’ve done something for
fifteen years, there are things that are very hard not to miss. But after a few years you get
on. I think the difference for me, say, and David, is David probably still does miss it because
it’s been his life. (H. Boston, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 60)

One of the main points of focus at the early stage of my research was to ask all
interviewees to try to identify ‘festival highlights’ or the ‘cultural landmarks’ of the
Festival. These turned out to be their own personal highlights; notable productions or
once-only performances which lived on in the memory and were frequently related to the
tellers’ personal experiences or preferences. For example, Lynn Blenkinsop’s experience
of ballet as a child meant that she found the contemporary dance programs to be
amazing; Margaret Seares was a musician, so she recalled the visits of the internationally
renowned symphony orchestras; Henry Boston talked animatedly about three things
in which he had been heavily involved in his professional capacity – The Mahabharata,
the Australian tour by Footsbarn theatre company, and the production of Cloudstreet;
David Blenkinsop thought to get together the statistics on all the events and productions
which he had overseen in his time as Director. It quickly became clear to me that ‘festival
highlights’ and ‘cultural landmarks’ were very subjective terms, and difficult to define.
As these terms were used so variably, with personal opinion playing a strong role in
creating the list of ‘highlights’ and ‘landmarks’, this line of enquiry became subsidiary to
the question of the overall place of the Festival of Perth within accepted festival types
as the research progressed. Within the context of the study, however, the questions
asked initially are similar to Liamputtong’s theme ‘Inner life and spiritual awareness’, or
Atkinson’s question ‘What would be the experience that has given you the greatest joy?’
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Throughout the interviews I held, I was conducting a form of narrative research, which
Liamputtong describes as:
a collaboration from individuals who they hope will agree to help create a historical account
from the questions. Narrative research is ‘a mutual endeavour’ between researcher and
narrator. …In narrative research such as oral history or life story, researchers may proceed
with a chronological order [or] the interview can also be organised topically and include
topics such as … preparation for a profession, active years in the profession, reflections
on the profession. (Liamputtong, 2009, p. 120)

Liamputtong’s observations are particularly relevant to my research as the oral history
interviews related specifically to something which was part of their working life for all
of the storytellers. Titon, in the article entitled The Life Story, suggests that there is a
distinction between oral history and life story:
In oral history the balance of power between the informants and the historian is in the
historian’s favour, for he asks the questions, sorts through the accounts for the relevant
information, and edits his way toward a coherent whole … But in the life story the balance
tips the other way, to the storyteller, while the listener is sympathetic and his responses are
encouraging and nondirective. (1980, p. 283)

In the first instance, as the interviews were taking place, they fell into the category of life
stories. I was the listener, being attentive, taking notes and encouraging the storytellers
to keep going. The transcripts show that, after the initial contact by email, and the idea
of the sort of questions which I might ask and the topics I wanted to hear about, my
input into the conversation is minimal; the conversations are mostly monologues by the
tellers. I was grateful to the participants for giving me their stories, and I believe that they
appreciated that I took the time to listen to them. This is similar in style to the method
favoured by Adams in his article on A Review of Narrative Ethics:
Stories and interactions are recorded, relationships favored. Oral historians do not use rigid
surveys, maintain strict control over research “findings”, or unreflectively “leave the field”.
The human component of research makes up the research. People are acknowledged and
valued, not objectively mined for data. (2008, p. 186)

Engaging personally with the details of people’s lives and careers, as I did with three of the
tellers, was an uncomfortable, if ultimately rewarding, experience for me. Furthermore,
through my archival research, I also felt that I got to know more about the personalities
of both Fred Alexander and John Birman, both of whom I never had the opportunity to
meet. The people I had identified as the key staff members of the Festival, around whose
input into the management of the Festival I was going to base the account of it, started
to become characters in the story even during some of the early stages in the research.
Subsequently, post-transcription of the stories, which were then amended and edited
by the subjects themselves, I fell more into the role of oral historian rather than recorder
of life stories. As I decided which parts of the transcripts were relevant to the account of
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the Festival of Perth which I was writing, I edited them and quoted from them as it suited
my purposes, and used them as the basis on which I could find further evidence to test
the tellers’ perception of events.
With regard to oral history techniques and location, Curthoys and McGrath in How to
write history that people want to read, observe that “An interview conducted in their
home can be very worthwhile because there will often be memory triggers nearby, things
like photographs, letters, maybe a painting. … Prompts like these can be a great way of
starting an interview in a more relaxed way” (2009, p. 95). The interviews with David and
Lynn Blenkinsop took place in their home. When interviewing David, he had access to
his own personal files and copies of Festival programs and annual reports, to which he
could refer if he wanted greater accuracy in his retelling of events. In addition to the times
I visited David and Lynn to interview them, I also spent an afternoon with them looking
through their collection of photographs and taking notes, which was a more informal
and relaxed process but still very worthwhile for the overall data gathering and research
process. This is a good example of the collaborative nature of this particular narrative
research process. Liamputtong notes that:
Collaboration is important in narrative research … The researchers do not only collect
stories, but they also negotiate relationships and reciprocate by providing the narrators
with whatever can be useful for them. In narrative research, both the researchers and
narrators will learn and change in their encounter. (Liamputtong, 2009, p. 120)

By the time David and Lynn Blenkinsop and I were able to sit and discuss their personal
collection of photos, when and where they were taken, who was in the photos, what
ones I might select for the final thesis and why, a level of trust had been built up in the
relationship. I had brought them the chance to tell their story and to have it recorded for
posterity; they had the opportunity to influence the first detailed telling of the history of
the Festival of Perth.
This is in contrast to the brief and business-like interview I conducted with Margaret
Seares, which was held at her offices at the University of Western Australia. This
interview was designed to get an ‘institutional perspective’ on the Festival of Perth
from a representative of the Festival’s parent body, the University of Western Australia.
The different location (the office environment), the time (during the working day), and
the subject of the interview (an ‘institutional perspective’), along with Margaret Seare’s
arms-length knowledge of the day-to-day workings of the Festival of Perth during David
Blenkinsop’s directorship, seemed to dictate the perfunctory nature of the interview.
Although the interview with Henry Boston was also held in his offices during the working
day, this interview was much more relaxed, more detailed, and provided far richer data.
The brief and business-like interview conducted with Margaret Seares, when compared
to the more personal and prolonged interviews conducted with the Blenkinsops in their
home, highlights one of the acknowledged issues with this type of data collection. The
relationship which is built up, and the trust that is created, between the researcher (me)
and the participants (in this case the Blenkinsops) makes it difficult to critique their version
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of events. Facts can be verified using additional sources, but the ability of the researcher
to step back from the relationship and assess whether the decisions made were good
or bad, or if the methods employed were useful or not, can come into question. This
difficulty of just what is created by the relationship between interviewer and interviewee
is noted by Antoinette Errante, who comments that the interviewer (in the case below,
Errante herself) can become part of the story they are trying to tell:
In as much as I participated in framing the remembering and telling, I was also trying to
communicate some aspects of myself. … How much of our points of view as researchers
is influenced by the personal meaning we externalise onto those ideas or endeavours?
(Errante, 2000)

As the interviewer and supposedly objective researcher, I have had to find ways to step
outside of the relationship and try to become a critic. Inevitably, some subjectivity comes
into play simply through the research process used.
Having conducted and recorded all the interviews, I then transcribed them using the
templates provided by the pre-existing oral history interview transcripts on the Festival of
Perth as the basis for how I would try and capture the recordings on paper. In the Oral
History Handbook, Robertson notes the importance of recording the interview and in
particular that this research method is more than just a data gathering exercise:
It is also concerned with recording the accents, pronunciations, and nuances of speech. A
recording can accurately reproduce the way in which people speak about the past as well as
the information they give. By adding the dimension of sound to historical research, recordings
provide fresh and exciting ways to communicate information about the past. (2006, p. 2)

I did try to note these nuances in text format, such as particular emphases or when the
tellers laughed or mimicked accents. Post-transcription, I followed the recommended
practice of offering the participants the opportunity to correct the transcripts (see
Curthoys and McGrath, 2009, p. 97). The final interview excerpts used in the thesis are
the edited versions. Interviewees had the opportunity to edit their own stories with the
benefit of hindsight, by making small (and sometimes large), but significant, changes
to their initial statements, in line with the approved ethics procedures of Edith Cowan
University. The benefit of this method is that the final, edited transcripts are more factually
accurate, as it gave the interviewees the chance to check dates, venues, the spelling of
names and other data.
There was also a specific timeframe in which I conducted the interviews and transcribed
them (May – December 2007); I did not go back to any of the interviewees to ask
for further detail or clarification after this time. I then used the transcripts as source
documents, in the same way that I used other, pre-existing oral history transcripts. The
option to seek further clarification or more details from the participants was open to
me, but I chose not to take that option so that I could progress with the next part of the
study; cross-referencing and write-up.
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Archival Research
To verify or refute the information provided in the interviews, a simultaneous and systematic
search of Festival programs, newspaper clippings, ephemera items and annual reports
from 1977-1999 was conducted to try to find the key events and the statistics which
would provide a second or third source of data to sit alongside the oral history interviews.
During the transcription process I was starting to find information in the interviews which I
could link to these other sources, and so I could start the process of triangulation, which
Carpenter and Suto refer to as a strategy “based on the convergence of information
from multiple sources to corroborate the data and evolving themes” (Carpenter and Suto
in Liamputtong, 2009, p. 26). Denzin and Lincoln, in the introduction to their book The
Landscape of Qualitative Research draw attention to the fact that:
Qualitative researchers employ several methods for collecting empirical materials (the
preferred term for what traditionally have been described as data). These methods …
include interviewing; direct observation; the analysis of artifacts, documents and cultural
records; the use of visual materials; and the use of personal experience. The researcher
may also read and analyze interviews or cultural texts in a variety of different ways, including
content, narrative, and semiotic strategies. (2008, p. 34)

I was using existing sources from libraries and archives, which Pederson states can
include “drawings, pamphlets, posters, files, charts, volumes, bundles of papers,
photographs, invoices, magnetic tapes, films, computer print-outs, microfiche
and microfilm” (Pederson (1987) in Kellehear, 1993, p. 51). Kellehear notes that the
advantages to using material held in libraries is that “they provide a comprehensive data
source, the data often unique, they provide a good source of longitudinal data, [as well
as] a highly reliable data source which can be rechecked by others” (ibid, p. 53).
I found that the data on the Festival of Perth held at the State Library of Western Australia
was not comprehensive prior to 1977: there was an excellent electronic listing and
associated collection boxes of ephemera items relating to the Festival (http://www.slwa.
wa.gov.au/pdf/ephemera/pr10960.pdf), but program brochures and annual reports
were not collected consistently. Nor was all of it unique: much of the data was also
available elsewhere, for example from David Blenkinsop’s personal collection or from the
archival collections of the Scholars’ Centre at the University of Western Australia. From
1977 onwards there was a sufficient quantity of corporate publications produced by the
Festival to provide for a reliable longitudinal study on the statistics relating to audience
numbers and finances. Such statistics quoted prior to 1977 have been gleaned from
various sources such as John Birman’s journal articles, Lilian Travicich’s dissertation,
books and other unofficial sources. This does not happen in the statistics which I quote
from the latter half of the Festival’s existence, as the figures are taken from audited
annual reports which have already gone through a process of validation.
A good example of the need for triangulation, where the retold reminiscence doesn’t
match the other evidence available, is David Blenkinsop’s tale of the Sidney Nolan ‘jape’
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played on him by his colleagues. David Blenkinsop recounted that the ‘jape’ centred
around the original artwork of the kangaroo with DH Lawrence’s head superimposed on
it, but the photo which David subsequently provided me with shows that the joke picture
is a play on the artwork showing a swan in flight, more similar to the one eventually used
for the program brochure and poster. This means that the issue of what was going to
be the key publicity image for that year must have been resolved before the other staff
members saw fit to make light of it. Does this make David’s account untrue? Academic
Ruth Behar has recognised that a partnership can be formed between the narrator
and the researcher, and that the researcher has to question the accuracy of the story
as told and accept any ‘lies’ as part of “the fictional or blended text we [the narrator
and researcher] have been producing together” (Behar in Weiland, 2003, p. 203). I was
asking David to recall the highlights of his long career at the Festival of Perth; he added
in the anecdotes and incidents of note, selecting what he must have considered to be
the ‘best’ or most useful to me. Telling these tales long after they happened, there were
bound to be lapses in memory about timelines and the order of events. It was my job as
researcher to try to find other evidence to confirm or discount the recollections, and also
to pull the story together into the chronological account of events which I had chosen as
my preferred way to arrange the data I had collected.
In addition to the variety of sources used to verify the oral history interviews, invaluable
reference resources were used to place the Festival of Perth within the broader history of
the city of Perth, and of artistic endeavour in Western Australia. These included : Jenny
Gregory, City of Light: A history of Perth since the 1950s (2003), and Geoffrey Bolton,
Richard Rossiter and Jan Ryan (eds.), Farewell Cinderella: Creating Arts and Identity in
Western Australia (2003).
By using a combination of multiple quotations from the oral history interviews which
are presented from different personal perspectives, and complementing them with the
secondary data sources, this thesis triangulates selected aspects of the Festival of Perth.
This method forges the conclusions to the study, and makes use of what Perth-based
historian Jenny Gregory sees as the three aspects of the historian’s craft:
Firstly, a single story of the past is not enough; we need a ‘cornucopia’ of stories if we are
to have any hope of uncovering what really happened. Secondly, the grim tales must not
be hidden; the ‘black armband’ version as well as the ‘three cheers’ version of history must
be exposed. And thirdly, an essential skill of the historian rests in engaging their audience.
(Gregory, 2003, p. xiii)

Gregory continues by acknowledging that this method “also recognises that there is a
performative aspect to these stories; the characters in each story are like actors on a
stage” (ibid).
Visual and Pictorial Narratives
It was through my reading of Jenny Gregory’s City of Light: A history of Perth since the
1950s (2003), that the idea of incorporating ‘text boxes’, which were later to become
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the ‘plates’ (for an example see p.36), came about as a way to tell parts of the story. As I
wrote the first draft of the chronological account, I would sometimes include long quotes
from archival oral history interviews. They were stories from the Festival’s founder, Fred
Alexander, and his close colleagues, which I knew could add to the bigger picture and
deserved to be shared with a wider audience. It quickly became apparent that these
juicy bits of information made for great reading, but were too long to use as part of the
main body of the thesis. These became the ‘plates’, which highlight separate stories,
conflicting viewpoints, or issues of note.
From the beginning of my research process, I also set out to collect images which
could produce an illustrated history of the Festival. These were chosen to provide a
visual reference to some of the key personnel and as a representation of some of the
performances and promotional activities of the Festival. The sources for these images
were photographs held in the Battye Library Pictorial Collection, digital images from
Australian libraries and archives, personal photographs from the collections of David and
Lynn Blenkinsop, a portrait held by Wendy Birman (wife of the late John Birman), and
photographs taken for newspaper and magazine articles relating to the Festival. On the
use of photographs in historical accounts, Curthoys and McGrath comment that:
Photographs can be very powerful, seemingly immediate windows into times past … [they]
can create an illusion that you are staring directly into history; into a living person’s eyes …
You can see how people looked, how they wore their hair, what their clothing and houses
looked like … information not in the written archives. … In photos you can sometimes
sense the excitement of the moment. (2009, pp. 82-83)

The inclusion of the photographs is designed to do what Curthoys and McGrath
suggest; to add ‘a face to the name’ of Festival organisers, and to recreate a picture of
Festival events and set them within particular decades or timeframes. They are literally
snapshots, not the whole picture, but little details can be discovered through the images
which would not otherwise be apparent. For example, the second Festival Director, John
Birman, was a smoker, which is indicative of a prevailing habit in the middle part of
the twentieth century. Photos of some of the key Festival events or achievements add
further interest to particular parts of the story. The photo of the first Festival banners on
St Georges Terrace show that they were very much of their time; the colours and font
used are very much in the style of the 1970s. The picture adds to the text on the fight
for council approval to advertise on the Terrace, and although the story would not have
suffered without the accompanying image, it is enhanced by the inclusion of it. The
photos can be seen as embellishments, but they do provide another way of creating a
fuller account of the Festival of Perth. In this way the use of images follows Dowdall and
Golden’s argument that, “As long as photographs extend and deepen our understanding
beyond the observable or the written record, the effect is valid and useful” (Dowdall and
Golden (1989) in Kellehear, 1993, p. 79).
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Thesis Structure
The decision to write a year-by-year chronological account of the Festival of Perth
was strongly influenced by the availability of archival documents which were stored
chronologically, and the way in which I was systematically appraising these documents
and taking notes from them. I was also following another template for the story of the
Festival of Perth, as I felt I was adding to John Birman’s chronological account of the
Festival in his journal articles of 1980 and 1981. Connelly and Clandinin recommend a
chronological approach to the research process for the following reasons:
in research, instead of asking people at the outset to write a narrative we encourage them
to write a chronology. … People beginning to explore the writing of their own narrative, or
that of another, often find the chronology to be a manageable task whereas the writing of a
full-fledged … narrative, when one stresses plot, meaning, interpretation, and explanation,
can be baffling and discouraging. … For inquiry, the point is that a heartfelt record of
events … or research account of a life, does not guarantee significance, meaning and
purpose. (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 9)

It became clear to me early on that a chronological framework alone would not provide a
broad enough context to examine the growth and development of the Festival of Perth.
Also, a chronological account could not realistically be adhered to exactly as there were
connections across time periods which contributed to some of the themes of the thesis.
Nevertheless, the story could be divided into broad timeframes, driven by the fact that
the thesis moved from being just an account of David Blenkinsop’s time as Festival
Director (1977-1999) to trying to encompass all the years from 1953-1999, when the
Festival’s name was changed to the Perth International Arts Festival (PIAF). I investigated
how and why the Festival of Perth started in 1953, and that meant going back further to
find out what came before it, if anything. The result was that the lead-up to the Festival
and the first two years when its founder was also the Director formed a discrete chapter
(chapter three) which had a clear point of conclusion.
Originally, John Birman’s time as the Festival’s second Director was only going to be
mentioned briefly, in one short chapter, before I went on to more in-depth information and
analysis about David Blenkinsop’s long tenure as Director. However, this just didn’t work.
Without the equally long tenure of John Birman, the beginning of the story didn’t match
up to the mid-point where Blenkinsop took over in time to program the 1977 Festival.
The developments which Blenkinsop made would not have been possible without the
advances made by Birman, so the story had to flow and build through those years. The
way in which the Festival developed under the directorship of John Birman is outlined in
chapter four, charting the story up until 1965. The start of chapter five sees the attitude
of the University of Western Australia, the Festival’s parent body, change towards the
Festival and its staffing structure when the Adult Education Board was divorced from the
Extension Service. Before I had identified that one of the themes around which I created
an analysis of the Festival was going to be stakeholder relationships, I had acknowledged
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that this change in a key stakeholder relationship was significant. Chapter five ends with
John Birman leaving the Festival to pursue other interests.
After Birman, David Blenkinsop’s 23-year-long career as Director was able to be divided
into three clear timeframes. The story of the first third of Blenkinsop’s directorship, as he
was learning his way around Perth and the Festival, is told in chapter six, which starts
when Blenkinsop directed his first Festival of Perth in 1977 and ends in 1983. Chapter
seven outlines the middle years of David Blenkinsop’s time as Director, a time when
Henry Boston attained a major role in the organisation’s management and Boston and
Blenkinsop worked closely together to create a Festival formula from 1984-1991. The
story from the fortieth Festival in 1992 to the last year of the Festival of Perth under
that name in 1999 is told in chapter eight, when Blenkinsop and Boston rolled out this
formula year-on-year to find that on Blenkinsop’s retirement the University of Western
Australia was moving to their own new formula for the Festival which didn’t involve either
of them.
Running parallel to the chronological account of the Festival is information about four
key staff members involved in the programming of events and progressing the Festival
brand. Curthoys and McGrath also note that, “You will need to take a step aside from the
timeline to introduce characters, or historical actors, and this will usually mean stepping
back in time to give a sense of the people and who they are” (2009, p. 143). The
purpose of these brief biographies is to tell the back-story of these individuals; to get
an impression of where they came from, and how they became involved in their careers
in arts management. This is important for both the writer and reader to ascertain a
few key facts about the players themselves when trying to discover how and why the
Festival developed as it did. These back-stories do not fit neatly into the chronological
framework, so the biographical information is placed where it seems to fit best, typically
near the start of the chapter in which each character features most strongly. For ease
of reading, chapters are also divided with sub-headings. In addition, the ‘Reflections’
section at the end of the chapters provides a brief summary of the key points in the
Festival’s development during the era considered in that chapter, linking them to the
theoretical framework outlined below.
Theoretical Framework
Alongside collecting the data and writing up a chronological account, I was trying
to contextualise the source materials by conducting a literature review of books and
journal articles which focused on the broader picture of international festivals and their
development, detailed in chapter two. As an arts manager specialising in marketing,
audience development and events management, and with no training in the creative
arts or creative writing, I turned to the texts in the fields with which I am most familiar.
At an early stage in the research process I had identified the work of Donald Getz as
important. I was later able to refer to his journal articles, and particularly his recent book
Event Studies (2007), to be able to find some benchmarks against which I could assess
the evolution of the Festival during the different phases which I had identified. Through
this I could reflect on the significance of the Festival by applying a theoretical framework
12 ]
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to the chronological account. The points raised in the review of Festival culture in chapter
two are considered again in chapter nine, with reference to aspects of Getz’s work which
are pertinent to the Festival overall. This is similar to the way in which Connelly and
Clandinin describe how a chronology becomes a narrative:
Although it is clear that events in a chronology are linked, the meaning of the events, and
the plot which gives the explanatory structure for linking the events, is unstated. It is these
matters which, when added to the chronology, make it a narrative. (1990, p. 9)

The events in the chronology have been elaborated via the three complementary,
intertwining narratives which are featured in the thesis: the text, the plates and the
images. These are used to provide multiple viewpoints on the Festival of Perth, set
against a framework of the development and growth of the Festival as one possible
example of many different types of festival.
As I did not originally set out to investigate the history of what I knew as the Perth
International Arts Festival (PIAF), I had no preconceived notions of what I might find.
The research process has been a very organic one in all aspects – the nature of the
interviews, the production of the narrative, the selection of a theoretical framework – but
this does not seem to be an unusual occurrence in forms of narrative research:
Narrative inquirers tend not to begin with a prespecified problem and set of hypotheses.
Instead they are inclined to begin with an interest in a particular phenomenon which could
be understood narratively, … and try to make sense of the practice from the perspective of
the participants, researcher and practitioner. (Clandinin & Connelly, 1989, p. 14)

The hybrid form of knowledge-making which is seen in the following narrative on the
Festival of Perth has been the result of a collaborative process between myself and my
interviewees. The participants were essential in the creation of the story, but as I only
came to live in Australia in 2001 and therefore was not present at any of the events which
they described to me, my distance from the events provides a very different viewpoint
from those who have their own first-hand experiences of the Festival. The account which
follows is the consequence of the meeting of the direct and indirect retelling of the
story of the Festival of Perth, overlaid with my own professional and personal interest
in arts and events management theory. I have been privileged to hear the participants’
reminiscences and to try to make sense of them in the style which I have chosen, and I
recognise that this is the nature of narrative inquiry as outlined by Connelly and Clandinin:
And in our story telling, the stories of our participants merged with our own to create new
stories, ones that we have labelled collaborative stories. The thing finally written on paper
…, the research paper or book, is a collaborative document; a mutually constructed story
created out of the lives of both researcher and participant. (1990, p. 12)

Chapters three to eight form the collaborative document, tracing the journey of the
Festival of Perth and its Directors for over half a century. Prior to this, chapter two first sets
out a framework from the relatively new perspectives of arts and events managements,
which provides for conclusions to be drawn in chapter nine.
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Figure: Perth International Arts Festival logos is not available in this version of the thesis

Perth International Arts Festival logos
From 2000 on, the Festival’s name and logo greater reflected its international outlook,
and the link to the University of Western Australia was made far more prominent.
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Chapter Two

Review of Festival Culture
This chapter surveys some of the available literature on festival culture at large. It seeks
to find a definition of festivals today, and to categorise different types of festivals and their
respective audiences, which can also be linked to their location. It considers different
directorial styles, and outlines the outcomes that might be expected from these different
approaches. The burgeoning of festivals in Australia post-World War II is considered
through some recent statistics on the number of events and performances, ticket sales and
audience attendance. Two key aspects of festival management, stakeholder management
and product life cycle, are provided through a review of the work of Donald Getz. The
chapter also reviews current theory and writings relating to festivals globally, against
which the local development of the Festival of Perth will be evaluated.

The inaugural Festival of Perth was held in 1953, and it followed in the footsteps of the
Edinburgh International Festival (EIF). The EIF was the first multi-arts festival established
in the wake of World War II in 1947.
Its founders believed that the Festival should enliven and enrich the cultural life of Europe,
Britain and Scotland and ‘provide a platform for the flowering of the human spirit’. They
also recognised that, if the Festival succeeded in its artistic ambitions, it would create
a major new source of tourism revenue for Edinburgh and for Scotland. This founding
principle - that a world class cultural event, which brings together people and artists from
around the world, would also generate significant cultural, social and economic benefits
for Edinburgh and Scotland - is as relevant today as it was nearly 60 years ago. (www.eif.
co.uk, accessed 16/05/06, pp. 7-8)

In his article ‘Is the Carnival Over?’, Eltham points out that the core aim of the Edinburgh
International Festival founders to provide ‘a platform for the flowering of the human spirit’
was:
a remarkably optimistic undertaking in a country still recovering from a scarifying war. At a
time when ration cards were still a feature of everyday life, [it] may not have represented
an achievable goal in Scotland, but it was certainly a desirable one. (Eltham, 2009, p. 44)

Even at an early stage it was evident to the founders of the Edinburgh Festival that
a festival presented not only opportunities for cultural development of the city, but
also social and economic development opportunities. This was also the view of the
Scotsman newspaper, which printed news of “a projected International Festival of Music
and Drama to be held … in the summer or early autumn of 1947” (E. Miller, 1996, p. 4).
The editorial of 24 November 1945, just a few short months after the Second World War
had ended, stated that, “Not only the Capital, however, but the whole of Scotland might

ANNE M RENNIE

[ 15

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

be expected to benefit from an event which it is hoped would attract visitors from all over
the world, and particularly from America” (ibid).
Since that time, arts events have taken on this developmental role in a far more structured
way. They have become the catalyst for urban or rural regeneration; part of sustainable
development agendas; media and promotional opportunities for the host region;
celebrations of diversity or instruments of social cohesion; and magnets for visitors and the
tourist dollar. In short, they have outgrown their cultural roots and have had a number of
community aims and money-making objectives imposed on them that were not necessarily
part of their original remit. In light of all these competing aims and outcomes for festivals, it
is worthwhile trying to find a working definition of the term festival.
Festival Definitions - What makes a festival a festival?
In seeking a definition for what festival means today, it must be noted that the connotations
of the word are fluid, depending on who is writing about festivals and for what purpose.
Some of the recent literature on the topic of festivals harks back to the traditional associations
with religious rites and rituals, or community celebrations, which are the seminal events
from which festivals derive (Gillies, 2004; Maurin, 2003; Van Zyl, 2005). The sense of unity,
of gathering together as a community, and of learning through celebration and ritual has
always been part of a festival. While religious rites and rituals are no longer central to arts
festivals, the sense of community celebration and of bringing people together to share in
extraordinary events still remains a driver for many festivals today.
In the research thesis Optimum Market-Positioning Models for South African Arts Festival
Scenarios (2005), Van Zyl conducts an extensive review of pertinent terms relating to
festivals, then goes on to provide a summary of the characteristics of contemporary arts
festivals. Starting with the traditional derivation from the word ‘feast’, Van Zyl describes
modern festivals as: celebratory events that are public in nature; important tourist
attractions; an escape for people from their ordinary activities to experience something
unique; community-owned; and recurring events of limited duration (Van Zyl, 2005, pp.
30-31). Van Zyl’s summary of the derivation, purpose, structure and logistics of festivals
today is broad enough to cover many types of events, and yet it is not exhaustive. Two of
the most important aspects of festivals which Van Zyl highlights are their limited duration
and transient nature.
Alongside trying to define what constitutes a festival, or trying to describe what it does
for the community, the question of how a festival is financed is also important. The
Canada Council funding guidelines of 2003 provide a definition of what they consider to
be an eligible festival (that is, one that qualifies for funding, in this particular case music
festivals), as follows:
It must involve multiple artists and last for a concentrated time period, yet be of more than
one day’s duration. Its sole or primary purpose is the dissemination of music, through or
mainly through the employment of professional artists. Its events are curated and display
a ‘distinct artistic vision’. Its programming must, in scope, be national, and involve artists
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from a variety of national regions. While being run by a …non-profit organisation, it needs
to demonstrate the ability to earn revenue through community support. (Gillies, 2004, p. 7)

According to these guidelines, the events must display “a distinct artistic vision” which
causes them to be grouped together to create a festival. Therefore, a festival must be
led by a director or cohesive committee which has a vision for the direction of the festival
and can put this into action. This distinction may provide the difference between fringe
or community festivals, and mainstream arts festivals today. The emphasis on “the ability
to earn revenue through community support” does not readily fit with the traditional
idea of festival as religious rite or ritual, or community celebration, and these guidelines
place greater importance on profit generation. Although the Canada Council’s definition
contains many of the traditional elements which make up a festival, these guidelines are
clear about the need for strong artistic direction and the ability to generate an income,
or even a profit. These are two aspects of modern day festivals which have become of
increasing importance to grant giving bodies.
At the other end of the festival continuum from the funding bodies and festival directors
is the audience, the recipients of what is on offer. In the article Festivals: now and then
(2004), Gillies suggests that in addition to the creation of a celebration, spectacle or
ritual, the definition of what is a festival event belongs to each audience member or
participant, depending on their individual point of view:
Currently, festivals seem to concentrate particularly on celebrating the performing arts,
ideas, literature, nature and food, and one person’s festival is another’s fair, weekend,
fiesta, exposition, biennial or carnival. If we admit sporting festivals into the mix, then
we soon find ourselves starting to cross also into challenges, rallies and races. … If the
definitional ‘specialness’ of the festival lies in its rites, a deeper reason for festivals might be
that they provide, in a concentrated burst, that which the particular locality cannot provide
on a year-round basis. So, the festival is not just a celebration of music, ideas, or nature,
but also takes on a special purpose for its place. (p. 5)

Gillies makes the point that the festival does not just have implications for its audience,
but also has “a special purpose for its place”; geographical location does play a role in
the festival formula. This is important to note with regard to this study, as the isolated
location of Perth, and the need to overcome this distance and bring festival quality arts
and performances to the people of Western Australia, were driving forces behind the
creation of the Festival of Perth.
The audience, and audience access, are key factors in Donald Getz’s definition of
modern-day festivals:
Festivals are one of the most common forms of cultural celebration, and although many are
traditional, with long histories, the majority have been created in recent decades. Parades
and processions are common elements in festivals, but those that are held on their own
also display many celebratory elements .… “Festival” is a public, themed celebration.
Unless the public is invited to participate, the event is a private party. Merely selling tickets

ANNE M RENNIE

[ 17

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

to the public might not be sufficient to qualify as a festival, as the celebration should be by
and for the public. (Getz, 1997, pp. 7-8)

An audience that is made up of members of the public, and a celebration by and for
the public, are key components of Getz’s definition of what makes a festival an event
of special significance. As early as 1978, the Australia Council also recognised that
the way the public views a festival is an important part of the definition of festival. The
third edition of the Australia Council’s A directory of festivals held throughout Australia
(1978) provides an example of the range of activities which constituted a festival in the
Australian context at this time:
Defining ‘festival’ is nearly as difficult as tracking them down - so entries are largely publicdetermined. If a carnival, street fair, celebration, centennial, show or regatta is regarded as
a festival by the people it serves, or if it reflects our ‘glorious heritage’, then it is accepted
into ‘The Directory’. The themes of Australian festivals derive from almost anything that
happens in a community, or relate to its cultural aspirations. Pig-catching, sapphire safaris
or song cycles, operetta, orange blossoms and daffodils, family fishing, boomerang
throwing, one act plays and sheepdog trials … the themes are endless. Whatever the
theme, the ritual of a Beauty Queen and the phalanx of Miss Runners-Up, sporting and
competitive events, floats, balls and bunting are still a ‘must’ in most parts of the country.
(Australia Council, 1978, p. 5)

The examples above, which the Australia Council accepted as being worthy of inclusion
in the directory of festivals is surprising in its breadth, and it is interesting that if something
is “regarded as a festival by the people it serves”, this appears to be as important as,
or even more important than, the quality of the offering, artistic vision or any specific
direction to the festival.
Festival Types
Festivals are founded for different reasons and evolve from that point on to fulfil various
roles, one of which can be as a tourist attraction. The ability of a festival to provide added
value to its place was noted in the earlier quote by Gillies, and this can be in terms of
economic benefits through special event or special interest tourism. Recognising this,
O’Sullivan and Jackson identified the ‘tourist tempter’ as one of three broad festival
categories, the other two being the ‘home-grown’ and the ‘big-bang’ festival:
A ‘home-grown’ festival is essentially small scale, bottom-up and run by one or more
volunteers for the benefit of the locality. A ‘tourist-tempter’ festival is one that is aimed
specifically at attracting visitors to stimulate local economic development. A ‘big-bang’
festival is essentially a marketing tool that promotes a myriad of related activities over a
defined geographical area. (O’Sullivan & Jackson, 2002, p. 331)

O’Sullivan and Jackson are looking at festivals from a tourism perspective, mingled
with a sustainable development agenda. Perhaps this is why festivals such as the Perth
International Arts Festival (PIAF) and the Edinburgh International Festival (EIF) fit mostly into
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their criteria for ‘big-bang’ festivals in that they are large, urban and run as a partnership
between the public and private sectors. However, it could be difficult to find anyone within
either festival who would define it as ‘essentially a marketing tool that promotes a myriad of
related activities’. In the above definition, the notion of the arts within the ‘tourist-tempter’
and ‘big-bang’ festivals is rooted in the realm of a cultural commodity. The recognition
of the fact that a festival “takes on a special purpose for its place” has also contributed
to the notion of festivals as a cultural tourism initiative. As we have seen, the arts festival
as an attraction to lure tourists to Edinburgh was one of the driving forces behind the
establishment of the EIF, even if the terminology ‘cultural tourism initiative’ was not in the
founders’ vocabulary. This aspect of festivals has grown as arts management and tourism
management have become more sophisticated and strategic.
The idea of arts and cultural events as uplifting or invigorating experiences and not
just tourist-magnets or money-makers is seminal to most ‘big-bang’ festivals held
worldwide. Providing access to these activities was one of the many reasons why postwar festivals were founded. To return to a definition of ‘festival’ from a cultural viewpoint
rather than an economic one, it is useful to look at the succinct explanation provided in
the Contemporary Theatre Review (2003) by Frederic Maurin:
The pattern of the oldest and best-known institutional festivals [presents] exhibitions and
above all productions from different disciplines (even if theatre remains the core), from
different countries, to regular and occasional spectators (professionals, connoisseurs,
amateurs and tourists alike). In the West at least, most festivals seem to be going in the
same direction. (2003, p. 5)

The use of the word ‘institutional’ in this statement suggests that Maurin thinks that the
established ‘big bang’ festivals have become part of society’s mainstream institutions,
which may imply that they have lost some of their innovative ambitions. Maurin uses
the same term again when discussing fringe festivals, or as he puts it: “parallel festivals,
niche festivals, counter festivals - call them what you please”. The nomenclature of these
festivals would suggest that they are less institutional, but as Maurin points out they have
sometimes become merely a branding exercise rather than an artistic movement in their
own right:
The question of how marginal a public event can remain (or for how long a public event can
remain marginal) is a vexing one in a world where marginality is itself a promotional argument
and public events are more often than not reclaimed under the banner of festivals. It even
seems that a ‘festival’ represents the institutional destiny of a package of productions.
Indeed, we have now reached a point where the notion of festival has become a rather
loose label seeming compulsory to name a series of productions. (2003, p. 10)

As O’Sullivan and Jackson also implied, festivals have perhaps become a branding
exercise. The element of marketing is important to the notion of festivals today, and the
audience is the market at which festival promotion is targeted. At least with Maurin’s
definition we return to the festival as a way of bringing arts and audience together, even
if it is as commercial product and consumer. As Maurin also points out: “Just as there is

ANNE M RENNIE

[ 19

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

no unique model for festivals, there are no average festival-goers” (2003, p. 10). Whilst
this may indeed be true, it is of little help to the festival director who must ultimately take
responsibility for programming, promotion and revenue. To make a festival a success,
the director must be able to find an audience which has at least some demographic
similarities or common interests in order to provide the right mix to appeal to the most
number of people, whether they are the ‘average festival-goer’ or not. It is the job of the
festival team, led by its artistic director, to bring the product and consumer, or the artists
and the audience, together, and the way they choose to do so can contribute to the
‘type’ of festival produced.
Directorial Vision
The director’s vision of what a festival should represent, and what it should present to
its audience and why, shapes what each individual festival delivers to audience. When
Eltham spoke to several Australian festival directors he discovered a ‘spectrum of
programming philosophies’ (Eltham, 2009, p. 47), and he also outlines a new breed of
‘superstar director[s]’: He states that:
In many ways the artistic director of a major capital city arts festival is one of the last
bastions of true patronage in the arts. With commissioning and programming resources
unparalleled in the broader Australian cultural sector, artistic directors have the discretion,
mandate and ambit to dictate artistic outcomes across an entire city. Although artistic
directors don’t tend to last much longer than three or four years, while they hold their
position their judgement is seldom challenged. They are in many ways the last Renaissance
princes of the art world. (Eltham, 2009, p. 47)

On the ‘spectrum of programming philosophies’ outlined by festival directors trying to
explain how and why they made programming decisions, Eltham identified the following
directorial approaches paraphrased below:
•

The curatorial process:a researched, rigorous process which demands serious
critical engagement. This process is not outcome-focussed, but the director sees
himself / herself as a facilitator on behalf of the audience.

•

The storyteller:the director asks themselves the question ‘what is the story we’re
telling here?’, whether the story is to do with audience or location. Note that this
approach can lead to a festival created around broad themes.

•

The search for aesthetic innovation and truth in performance: the director
looks for works that are new and original, but which are also believable at the point
of experience.

•

Personal choice: the director chooses to program what he or she likes. Summed
up in the phrase ‘just sock it to them’, there is the assumption that if the director
likes it, other people will too. The ‘shopping trolley’ approach (described below) fits
most closely with this style.
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Having identified these four styles of directorial vision, two other points are made clear
in Eltham’s article. Firstly, that “a festival is an absolute marriage between the taste,
personality and style of the director, and the taste, personality and style of the city”
(Sheehy in Eltham, 2009, p. 47), and secondly that the director’s personal choice cannot
always win through because “ultimately … festival directors have to put together a
program within a budget and that people will want to go and see. It can be very difficult
to get the balance right” (Eltham, 2009, p. 48). These points are closely aligned to the
hybrid approach used in this study, which combines the human elements seen through
the oral history analysis with the statistics relating to audience attendance and income
and expenditure, important indicators of successful arts and event management. When
the geographical location of the city of Perth is added into the equation, the two points
made above are particularly pertinent to this thesis.
Trying to get the balance right between budget and spectacle can lead to a ‘shopping
trolley’ approach to putting a festival together. This is a method whereby the festival’s
artistic director actively seeks out the best in contemporary arts and culture, either
nationally or more often internationally, and then buys them into his or her festival. There
are benefits and disadvantages to this approach. The benefits are that the audience gets
to see large scale works by major companies which tour globally, so long as the budget
is big enough to encompass what can be expensive arts products. This approach may
also provide a benchmark for local companies who can see what has received critical
acclaim and audience approbation in other countries, which they may want to emulate.
One of the arguments put forward that this is a disadvantageous practice is that the
money which goes to overseas or national companies could be better spent investing in
the local cultural sector, creating new works and building it up to be world class.
The ‘shopping trolley’ approach has also engendered what has become known as
the ‘festival circuit’, whereby arts organisations create works with the primary focus
of touring them round festivals worldwide, creating ‘crowd-pleasers’ if you like, which
may or may not be viewed as detrimental to the artform itself. It has helped to create
a marketplace for those producers and companies which are able to obtain their place
on the international ‘festival circuit’. Eltham notes that “Most Australian directors go to
Europe to festivals such as Edinburgh and Avignon to see what is hot this year”, and
goes on to quote Paul Grabowsky, director of the Adelaide Festival, as saying: “A lot of
festivals are like cultural shopping malls … It’s almost as if the director has gone with a
cheque book and said, ‘I’ll have one of those, one of those, one of those’” (Eltham, 2009,
p. 48). For the companies which can produce work of a certain standard and appeal,
the state of being “one of those” is a desirable one, with the benefits of international
recognition through touring the ‘festival circuit’, and the appearance fees that go with it.
Anthony Steel, who was the artistic director of the Adelaide Festival in 1974, 1976,
1978 and 1986, is quoted in Sly’s article The Festival of Now as saying that he “sees no
problem with this [the ‘shopping trolley’ selection criteria]” and that “Australia deserves
to see and hear the best that is available in the world” (Steel in Sly, 2004). As later
chapters reveal, one of the criticisms which was levelled at David Blenkinsop, Director of
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the Festival of Perth from 1977 to 1999, was that he relied too heavily on the ‘shopping
trolley’ approach to the creation of the Festival of Perth’s program. The balance of local
arts development versus the benchmark provided by the international acts which were
bought in will be considered as part of the thesis.
Georgia Seffrin takes the idea of the ‘shopping trolley’ festival one step further, suggesting
that there is a “department-store model of cultural wares, which the audience consumes
relatively passively” (Seffrin, 2005, p. 253). In her study of Queensland’s Out of the Box
children’s festival, she offers an alternative style of festival which can exist in parallel to the
major festivals, and which has objectives that are removed from financial considerations,
although still has a firm focus on the audience:
The boutique festival can be categorized as one which caters for a particular audience,
and is produced by those with particular knowledges and insight regarding this audience,
as opposed to major arts festivals in which programming usually aims to cast as wide an
aesthetic net as possible. Just as ‘sharing attitudes, values and practices with customers
was an instrumental factor in the successful development of boutique culture’, the
producers of the boutique festival to be examined here, aim to connect deeply with their
target audience in a way that encourages the festival construct to function as a dialogue
between producer, artist and audience. (ibid)

In this definition, Seffrin seems to be suggesting that the major arts festivals have
wandered far from their cultural core and “aim to cast as wide an aesthetic net as
possible”, presumably in order to reach the widest audience and generate the greatest
number of ticket sales. The inference is that the ‘boutique festival’ is a way to reconnect
artists and their public and to bring culture and the arts back in to the heart of festival
programming by removing the middle man, the director.
The model of the ‘boutique festival’ is epitomised by Seffrin by the Out of the Box Festival
of Early Childhood, which is produced by the Queensland Performing Arts Centre and
aimed at an audience of children. However, regardless of the target audience, the
bottom-line cannot ever be far from any festival director’s mind these days, and cultural
aspirations and financial considerations must fit together comfortably for any festival
to flourish and ensure its own future. The thesis considers and explores how different
directorial visions and styles were relevant to the programming and development of the
Festival of Perth.
Festival Culture Growth
Economically, festivals have been charged with invigorating the cultural economy, and
also of upholding the level of tourist dollars flowing into the locale. Frey and Busenhart
point out the difficulty that festival producers face when trying to make money within the
arts economy, and where festivals, which by their nature are limited in their duration, sit
within this.
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The boom in special exhibitions and music festivals poses a challenge to art economists
because of the glaring contrast to the financial depression in which opera houses,
orchestras and art museums find themselves. (Frey & Busenhart, 1996, p. 279)

In other words, festival producers and directors are expected to be able to make money
through the arts, as evidenced by the growing numbers of festivals and festival events
which are taking place worldwide, when many arts institutions which present annual
seasons or ongoing programs are struggling to generate enough income to remain
open. In many cases, the short-term nature of the festival makes them more viable than
the long term running costs associated with keeping an arts company operating on a
year-round basis.
This boom can be clearly demonstrated in Australia. If we look back at the Australia
Council’s A directory of festivals held throughout Australia, published in 1978, we see
that there were almost 350 events classified as festivals (Australia Council, 1978, p. 5).
However, this classification was very broad in its scope, and it is unclear how many of
these were arts festivals. Fifteen years later, Willmar Sauter notes that:
According to the Australia Council, the 152 arts festivals held in that country during the
season of 1993-4 had a combined operating expenditure of Australian $58.3million and
were attended by 2.2 million visitors. At the same time, these festivals provided 32,000
paid engagements for Australian artists. (2005, p. 237)

In the quote above, the number of festivals has gone down to 152 from 350 over fifteen
years, as the category is specifically ‘arts festivals’, but these 152 festivals have a
combined operating expenditure worthy of note, are able to gain significant audience
figures and provide a level of employment for artists which may not exist without them.
By 2002-03, The Australian Bureau of Statistics show that performing arts festivals
generated $88.5m in income (not operating expenditure). Firstly, it is interesting to note
the definition that the Australian Bureau of Statistics uses:
A performing arts festival was defined as a scheduled programme of events combining
a range of predominantly music, dance or drama based live performances or activities
under a common festival theme (e.g. festival of dance, comedy festival, music festival). The
survey scope for performing arts festivals included festivals with a predominant or significant
performing arts focus, operating for a duration of greater than two consecutive days, and
open to the public. … During 2002-03, there were 176 performing arts festivals operating for
greater than two consecutive days. (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2004, p. 21)

These generated:
•

29,707 performances by Australian and overseas acts

•

Total attendances were estimated at 7.5 million during 2002-03. This comprised 6
million free and 1.5 million paid attendances.

•

Performing arts festivals generated $88.5million in income during 2002-03. The three
main sources of income were: ticket sales ($27.2million or 30.8% of total income),
government funding ($27million or 30.5%) and fund-raising ($24.3million or 27.5%).
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•

Most (143 of the 176) performing arts festivals received government funding. The
majority of government funding was received from state and territory government
(65.6%) and local government (30%).

•

Financial sponsorship was the main source of fund-raising income ($13.1million or
53.9%), followed by in-kind sponsorship ($8.7million or 35.8%)

•

There were 1,272 employees working during the conduct of the festivals in 2002-03.

•

Performing arts festivals had large numbers of volunteers (15,728 people) assisting
with the conduct of festivals. Volunteers assisted at festivals for a total of 397,590
hours during 2002-03 representing an average of 25.3 hours per volunteer. (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2004, p. 22)

Gillies notes that Australian Bureau of Statistics figures “suggest that in the mid-late
1990s around 22 per cent of the Australian adult population annually attended at least
one arts or cultural festival, not to mention festivals of a wider purpose” (Gillies, 2004, p.
5). This is significant, as it shows that over one fifth of the adult population in Australia
engaged with arts and culture through festivals. More recently, Eltham notes that:
The decades since South Australia came of age as the ‘festival state’ have seen considerable
growth in the number and size of festivals of all types, including arts festivals, The marketing
company 7th Dimension lists no fewer than 281 festivals in Australia in the 2009 calendar
year, ranging from the Big Day Out to the Yackandandah Folk Festival. Industry body Live
Performance Australia estimates that festivals generated $88million in ticket sales in 2008,
and played to audiences of 1.77 million – probably an underestimate, as the survey didn’t
include the growing number of festivals that self-ticket their event. (Eltham, 2009, p. 45)

Eltham outlines some of the reasons for the growth of festivals, noting that trends in public
policy over the decades have placed different emphases on the importance of culture to
the economy. In the 1980s “culture was a thing to be preserved rather than an important
sector of the economy deserving its own industry policy”, but by the late 1990s arguments
about cultural investment as an economic driver for cities and regions had come to the fore.
He also credits “Australia’s long boom between 1992 and 2008” with providing people in
their 20s and 30s with a significant disposable income, “money that they gladly parted
with in return for evanescent cultural experiences” (Eltham, 2009, pp. 45-46). Eltham cites
the Big Day Out as one of the 281 festivals in Australia in the 2009 calendar year, and it
is these sorts of commercially driven, day- or weekend-long music festivals which have
encouraged the younger age demographic to part with their disposable income and to
attend what is ostensibly categorised here as an arts festival event.
The figures provided above are given so that comparisons can later be made with the
income, expenditure and audience figures that the Festival of Perth generated. It will also
be shown how the Festival of Perth contributed to this boom in festivals, as it spawned
both fringe and community festivals.
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Festival Management and Stakeholders
The proliferation of the number of festivals in Australia and elsewhere means that the
professional management of festivals and other arts events has become an industry as
much as a topic for academic research. Donald Getz and his colleagues have written
widely about the relatively new discipline of event studies and considered various aspects
of festivals and special events. A summary of his writings on two key aspects of festival
management, stakeholder management and product life-cycle is provided below.
Stakeholders are important contributors to festivals, and Getz, Andersson and Larson
conclude that festival organisations initiate stakeholder relationships and create
collaborative networks, as the organisations themselves cannot produce a festival
without their assistance. They also note that “when a festival becomes popular and
supported by society, the dependence between the festival and its stakeholders turns
mutual” (Getz, Andersson, & Larson, 2007, p. 120). Mossberg and Getz differentiate
between strategic stakeholders; those who can affect the organisation’s performance,
and moral stakeholders; those affected by the attempt to achieve the organisation’s
objectives. They note that each stakeholder should be “evaluated for its potential to
threaten the organisation, or for cooperation, giving rise to four appropriate strategies:
collaborate, defend, monitor or involve” (Mossberg & Getz, 2006, p. 312). Getz,
Andersson and Larson (2007, pp. 103-122) also categorised festival stakeholder roles
following a study of various festivals in Canada and Sweden. To paraphrase, the seven
kinds of stakeholder roles identified were as follows:
•

The Festival Organisation (Internal Stakeholders): which can include: the Board
of Directors, managers, employees, volunteers, members.

•

Co-producers: other organisations which contribute to the festival to attain their
own strategic objectives, but which are not sponsors, suppliers or venues. An
example of this stakeholder type is a national broadcasting corporation.

•

Facilitators: grant-giving bodies, in-kind supporters. These can include
government agencies, philanthropic individuals or private foundations. The media
are also included in this group.

•

Allies and Collaborators: individuals or groups who lobby for or are advocates
of the festival, including other festivals within a network, professional associations
and key supporters in areas such as marketing and tourism.

•

Regulators: those organisations from which permits are required to hold the
festival, such as local councils, fire and emergency services authorities and the
police. They hold power as they can provide approval to, or withdraw support
from, the festival on legal or health and safety grounds.

•

Suppliers and venues: the individuals and business organisations which have a
contractual arrangement to provide goods and services to festival events, usually
at a cost to the festival. It was noted that performers and their agents (or agencies
and unions) are a special category within this stakeholder group.
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The Audience and the Impacted: the impacted usually form a far larger stakeholder
group than the audience, and can be local citizens, tax payers, residents living
near festival venues, visitors and tourists to the area. The audience are people who
buy tickets or attend festival events. Special interest groups which have an agenda
are included in this category. (ibid, pp. 113-119)

Importantly, stakeholders are not confined to one of the above categories, and can fulfil
multiple stakeholder roles simultaneously. Stakeholders can also move between groups
over time, and form networks and relationships with each other. Eltham has a more succinct
definition of festival stakeholders: “In arts-speak, funding bodies and governments are
generally known by the euphemism ‘stakeholders’” (Eltham, 2009, p. 49).
Although the media are stakeholders in the role of facilitators, they are a discrete and
different group, as the relationship between the festival and the media is two-way. Getz,
Andersson and Larson make the important point that the media “generally provide
some free and/or discounted promotions, while festivals generally also pay for some
advertising” (Getz, Andersson, & Larson, 2007, p. 116). This two-way relationship is
reinforced in the article Stakeholder Influences on Festival Brands (Mossberg, L. and
Getz, D., 2006), where it is noted that the media “have a vested interest in securing
sponsorship contracts with events to promote their own brand” (Mossberg & Getz, 2006,
p. 322). This is a good example of how stakeholders can hold more than one position of
power at any one time, and also demonstrates that the festival can itself be a significant
stakeholder to one of its own stakeholders.
Getz also considered the product life cycle model as applied to festivals and special events
(Getz, 2000, pp. 175-185). Getz questioned whether the four stages of the product life
cycle model – introduction, growth, maturity and decline – were appropriate for social
organisations, as many have had significant investment put into them by people who
have come to depend on them for continuity. He suggested that special events, such as
festivals, have more flexibility to respond to changes in their environment. For example,
festival events can move to different venues, the dates of the festival can change from
year to year, a festival might cease to exist one year and be resurrected the next, or the
festival’s name might change. He also pointed out that the product life cycle model can
be seen as a sales curve in a commercial context, and that this was not an effective
measure of value or success in the not-for-profit sector. Event organisations which are
less dependent on commercial success factors or delivering a profit are less likely to
suffer from competition or decline. Even taking these factors into consideration, Getz still
advocated that special event and festival organisers should give serious consideration as
to how decline and failure can be prevented, and success sustained.
In the case of both stakeholder management and event life cycle maturation, one of
the possible outcomes for festivals or events is to behave like institutions which, “is a
process of remaining united for a specific purpose, which in turn often leads to becoming
a permanent, legitimate, and valued part of the society” (Getz, Andersson, & Larson,
2007, p. 104).
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This summary of these aspects of festival management provided by Getz et al will provide
a framework against which these two areas of the Festival of Perth can be assessed.
Throughout the thesis the proliferation of Festival of Perth stakeholders will be noted,
and the organisation’s path to institutionalisation charted.

Reflections on the Review of Festival Culture
Having looked at festival definitions today, how they have burgeoned and the pressures
that are now placed on them, the question could be asked, “Are festivals victims of their
own success?” Delivering on an individual’s philanthropic vision or even the government’s
cultural agenda is no longer enough. Not only are they expected to deliver high-quality
arts productions and theatrical events from around the world, but these must also fit in
with current policy objectives, funding organisation priorities and sponsors’ expectations.
Financially, festivals are expected to cover their operating costs, generate additional
sponsorship income and gain the maximum amount of ticket revenue, and that is only
for the purposes of their own balance sheet. On the larger economic scale they are
expected to create employment opportunities, attract the tourist dollar, produce multiplier
effects in the regional economy and sometimes even regenerate a geographical location.
No wonder cultural considerations appear to have been subsumed by other pressures
when trying to define what makes a festival. With regard to the audience, several other
priorities must be addressed by the festival team. The social inclusiveness of the festival
events, physical and intellectual access issues, and outreach and education programs
all sit within the modern festival’s remit.
Taking the history of the Festival of Perth as a case study, some of the many facets
of festivals and their evolution in the latter half of the twentieth century can be seen in
more detail in the following chapters. The story of the Festival of Perth, its beginning,
development, highlights and shortcomings, raises and reiterates many of the issues
outlined above. Statistics relating to the number of performances, audience attendances,
and the Festival’s surpluses (or deficits) are provided periodically throughout the thesis.
A consideration of the directors’ vision for programming will be made. The formation
of stakeholder relationships, and particularly the Festival’s role in the creation of an arts
infrastructure in terms of venues, will be documented. The connection, or disconnect,
between the Festival and its directors, and the artists and audiences of Perth, will be
noted, with the aim of charting which festival type the organisation fell into throughout its
life cycle, and assessing whether or not it reached institutional status.
The creation of a series of arts events with educational and entertainment values,
designed on the Edinburgh Festival’s programming model, formed the basis for founding
director Fred Alexander’s vision for a Festival of Perth, and this is the subject of the next
chapter.
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Figure: Festival of Perth Programme Cover, 1953 is not available in this version of
the thesis

Festival of Perth Programme Cover, 1953
Courtesy Battye Library, 006507D

28 ]

ANNE M RENNIE

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

Chapter 3

The Festival of Perth Beginnings Pre-1953 - 1954
The Festival of Perth was not born in a flash of artistic, creative or cultural inspiration, but
had a long gestation. John Birman, who was to become the second director of the Festival
of Perth, observed that “The story starts in 1943” (Birman, 1980, p. 376). This was a time
of great uncertainty in Australia, with the Second World War encroaching on its doorstep,
but from this upheaval the Festival of Perth was to emerge ten years later. It was during
the war years that John Birman was posted to Perth, where he met Major Fred Alexander,
who is now known as the founder of the Festival. Major Alexander was the head of the
Australian Army Education Service (AAES), as well as the Head of the Department of
History at the University of Western Australia (UWA) during peacetime. Birman recounts
that the AAES organised lectures and debates, and that Major Alexander’s passion
for “more serious entertainment in the form of music recitals, films with commentaries
and, with the co-operation of the ABC, occasional performances by a full orchestra”
(Birman, 1980, p. 11) led to a series of free, open-air arts events. As well as this “serious
entertainment”, Alexander instituted a more formal educational structure through “the
preparation by correspondence tuition for the reconstruction training at university level”
(B. Miller, 1976, p. 25). Most importantly, Birman notes that there was the notion that “what
was being done during the war for the troops could also be applied in civilian life once the
hostilities were over” (Birman, 1980, p. 11).

Biography of Fred Alexander
A brief biography of Fred Alexander helps reveal how he was able to facilitate the founding
of the Festival of Perth. Born in Victoria on 12 April 1899, Alexander was a graduate
of Trinity College, University of Melbourne. Whilst living in Melbourne, Alexander was
briefly the first assistant secretary to the Victorian League of Nations Union when it was
founded in 1921 (Steadman, 1998, p. 30). Alexander relinquished this position when
he left Australia to attend Balliol College, Oxford, but his interest in international affairs
never waned.
In 1924 Alexander took up the post of Assistant Lecturer in the Department of Economics
and History at the University of Western Australia, where he taught a course on ‘Modern
Political Institutions’ (ibid, p. 30). He rose to become the Head of the Department of
History in 1931. Throughout the late 1920s and 1930s Alexander was first the chairman,
and later the president, of the League of Nations Union in Perth, and he wrote articles
and editorials for The West Australian newspaper on international themes (ibid, pp.
24, 27, 29). Alexander’s avowed internationalism undoubtedly contributed to his vision
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for a Festival of Perth which brought artists and performers from overseas to Western
Australia.
At the commencement of World War II Alexander spent 1940 in the United States,
before joining the Australian army on his return (ibid, p. 32) and becoming active in army
education. Archival sources show that when the war was over Alexander returned to
his posts at UWA, where he arranged for evening entertainments to be held in outdoor
venues for the summer school students at the University of Western Australia’s Crawley
campus. Alexander was appointed Professor of Modern History in 1948, a post he
held alongside the part-time directorship of the University’s Adult Education Board
(Alexander, 1987, p. v & frontispiece). In addition, he was one of the executive members
of the first United Nations Association in Perth (Steadman, 1998, p. 36). Alexander’s
internationalism, combined with his professional posts at the University, meant that he
was now in a position to advance the idea of an annual, international arts festival in Perth.
The Prologue to the Festival, leading to its foundation in 1953
Fred Alexander himself reflected on the link between what he had done as an army
officer in terms of the cultural distractions he had presented to the troops, and the
continuation of these activities in a post-war educational setting:
The Festival of Perth … grew out of an annual ten-day summer school held in the grounds
of … the Crawley campus, and for which I had felt it desirable to provide adequate
entertainment for (those) who came to the summer school.…The several open-air theatres
available on the University campus were another inducement … Out of it came the
opportunity to experiment by establishing the Festival of Perth in the mid-fifties. (B. Miller,
1976, pp. 1:2/32-33)

Birman also wrote about this important forerunner to the Festival. He noted that since the
summer school had commenced in the late thirties with a “clientele [of] school teachers
and farming people … [who] camp[ed] literally under canvas”, the enrolment then grew
post-War to include metropolitan residents, and that the “matter of recreational activities,
especially for people in residence, became of paramount importance” (Birman, 1980,
p. 14). Both Alexander and Birman noted that the timing and location of the summer
school’s evening entertainments were crucial to the development of the Festival of Perth.
Firstly, the timing was originally dictated by the fortnight of summer school classes which
were held during the university’s summer vacation in January and February. The dates
for the inaugural Festival of Perth were 2 January - 14 March, 1953, the duration of the
Festival being lengthened well beyond the summer school timetable in order to “permit of
a Festival of any significance” (Birman, 1980, p. 18). Although the Festival has fluctuated
in its duration and start and finish dates throughout the years, it still takes place mainly in
February and March at the conclusion of the summer holiday period and the start of the
first semester. Secondly, the performances and concerts could be held in the University’s
two open-air theatres; the Somerville Auditorium and the Sunken Garden, and indoors
at Winthrop Hall. At a time when Perth was still what Birman described as “a cultural
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desert” (Hoare, 1981, p. 3), the use of outdoor theatres during the summer evenings
as venues was a practical solution to the problem of a convenient location to stage live
performances. The climate of Perth during January and February almost guaranteed
that they would not be interrupted by inclement weather, and holding performances in
outdoor auditoriums was a viable option.
Birman’s view of Perth as a “cultural desert” is somewhat questionable, as there was a
hundred year history of artistic and creative endeavours in Perth that is worth recapping.
There is evidence of performing arts and other artistic activities taking place in and
around the city and state from the late 1830s right up to the University’s own efforts
at regional touring in the late 1940s. This 110-year period also saw the creation of a
basic, venue infrastructure in Perth, and a proliferation of amateur dramatic companies.
Artists and audiences had been able to come together in places designed for leisure and
entertainment purposes since Perth’s first theatre performance, which was reputedly
Love à la Militaire, held on a stage constructed for the large room of Leeder’s Hotel on
St Georges Terrace in 1839 (Hough, 2003, p. 11). One of the earliest venues suitable for
drama performances, the Swan River Mechanics’ Hall, was built in 1851. In 1863 the
Perth Amateur Dramatic Corps was founded, and put on some performances to raise
funds for charitable organisations. This was followed two years later by the Fremantle
Amateur Dramatic Corps. Theatre historian David Hough notes that the years 1850 to
1869 were important for home-grown entertainment in Perth, as there were fifty amateur
performances presented, and also during this time over seventy afternoon tea meetings
provided an opportunity for “a lecture of general interest, and often some vocal and
instrumental interludes from the light classical repertoire” (ibid, 2003, p. 15).
In 1879, the time of the colony’s jubilee, Messrs Stone and Burt’s New Music Hall was
built. It held an audience of 500-600 people, and was later named St George’s Hall. The
Cremorne Gardens, outdoor pleasure gardens, opened in 1895 and local and visiting
artists played there. The opening of the Theatre Royal followed in 1897. Post-federation
His Majesty’s Theatre in Perth and the Dalkeith Opera House (later called the King’s
Theatre) in Fremantle both opened in 1904. His Majesty’s Theatre is still operating today,
but the King’s Theatre lasted only 16 years, closing in 1920. Hough notes that:
At the time of federation, 1901, … while there was a lot of music making and musical
theatre, there was, by comparison, little straight theatre. It was the increasing number of
visiting companies that provided exposure to drama and the more popular forms of staged
entertainment. (Hough, 2003, p. 21)

In 1908 the foundation stone for the combined Public Library, Museum and Art Gallery
of Western Australia was laid on the Beaufort Street site by His Royal Highness the Duke
of Cornwall and York (later King George V). 1917 saw the establishment of the University
Dramatic Society, followed in December 1919 by the Perth Repertory Club, which from
“1922 to 1933 was housed in a semi-detached cottage in Pier Street leased from the
Presbyterian Church. Its paid-up membership stood at nearly 300 in 1927 and 400 in
1930” (Hough, 2003, p. 33). With a move in 1933 to premises in St George’s Terrace,
the club grew from strength to strength, boasting 1,000 members by 1936. The Perth
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Repertory Club was instrumental in founding the state’s first drama festival in 1938 (ibid,
2003, pp. 33-35). In music the Perth Symphony Orchestra played at the Royal Theatre
from 1928. A new venue, the Capitol Theatre was built on William Street in 1929.
It was also during the early part of the century that three of the venues which were to
become important for the establishment of the Festival of Perth were created at UWA’s
Crawley campus: the Sunken Garden, the Somerville Auditorium and Winthrop Hall. The
Sunken Garden was the site of the sand quarry used in the construction of the Hackett
buildings on the Crawley campus, and what remained formed an amphitheatre which
was then landscaped. William Somerville, a foundation member of the UWA Senate,
thought of creating another outdoor venue on campus, framed by trees. Named after
him, the Somerville Auditorium opened in 1927. Five years later, in 1932, Winthrop Hall
was built, providing a cathedral-like space complete with vaulted ceiling, which could be
used for a variety of purposes including music recitals (UWA, 2009).
The 1930s saw a proliferation of performing arts societies emerge in Perth, including: the
Shakespeare Club (1930), which brought visiting artists to Perth, as well as putting on
a season of Shakespeare plays annually; the Playbox Theatre (1931); the Garrick Club
(1932); the Little Theatre (1933); the Independent Players (1935); and Patch Theatre
(1939). In March 1935 the Workers’ Art Guild staged its first production, Clifford Odets’s
Till the Day I Die (Hough, 2003, pp. 31, 37-38). Linley Wilson founded Western Australia’s
first ballet company, the Australian Caravan Ballet, which performed in Perth and toured
to Bunbury in 1939-40 (Fisher, 2003, p. 90).
War broke out in 1939 and “during World War II and immediately after it, the Perth
Repertory Club provided most of Perth’s theatrical entertainment” (Hough, 2003, p. 35).
The years immediately prior to the Festival’s founding saw the establishment of important
arts organisations. The WA Opera Society was established in 1947, The Theatre Council
of Western Australia in 1948, the Company of Four and the WA Orchestra in 1950,
and the WA Ballet in 1953. At UWA, the University Dramatic Society staged Oedipus
Rex, starring Faith Clayton and John Short, at the Sunken Gardens in 1948. This was
the first in a series of annual classical drama productions. The stage was built in the
Somerville Auditorium in 1951, providing a valuable addition to one of the venues for
summer school evening entertainments on the UWA campus (Gregory, 2003, pp. 67-68
& Hough, pp. 38-39). By the early 1950s, Perth already had an established local arts
scene and a limited number of venues, including a fledgling performing company and
venue infrastructure within UWA itself.
Perth’s level of artistic activities mirrored the development of the arts in Australia’s eastern
states, and Milne writes that, “during the years following the end of World War Two …
the cries began to arise with increasing fervour for more arts infrastructure generally”
(Milne, 2004, p. 80). With a history of performing arts activity and the establishment of
key companies belying claims that Perth was a “cultural desert”, all it took was a little
vision and a lot of dedication to found a festival that could take advantage of the arts
infrastructure that was already in place and build on those early foundations.
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UWA’s Adult Education Board was also active in facilitating and touring artistic events postWorld War II, with a firm focus on regional Western Australia. Birman commented that:
Western Australia generally was culturally deprived, especially in its rural districts. There
were only three repertory clubs functioning, in Perth, Kalgoorlie and Bunbury. Therefore
it was felt that some cultural activities needed to be taken to country towns with the aim
of stimulating local groups as well as providing worthwhile artistic presentations. (Birman,
1980, p. 12)

In order to do this, in the late 1940s the AEB was conducting a country program of
activities which included performances by musical soloists and small ballet companies
(which were presumably the ‘worthwhile artistic presentations’), alongside a series of
lectures. The country arts program was supported financially by the AEB’s metropolitan
enterprises, particularly through the screening of foreign films and an arrangement with
the Rank Organisation to show movies for children at the Capitol Theatre (ibid, pp. 12-13).
The style of adult education, advocated and put into practice by Alexander as the parttime director of the AEB, was different to the more traditional ‘liberal arts classes’, as he
emphasised entertainment with a twin educational purpose, rather than just staid, formal
lectures. Alexander’s methods were ahead of his counterparts in the Eastern States
and had a lasting influence as noted in this comment by Hew Roberts, who was later
appointed Director of Adult Education in 1957:
The Alexander view that there are many ways of educating people and that education lies
a great deal broader than purely the sort of mental training offered at schools and at the
adult level offered in tutorial classes, that is organised study in a subject field with written
work and so on in universities … His influence as a thinker about education and about
modern society…have influenced education certainly in WA. (Hoare, 1979, p. 2)

This view of education as open to all, and not just confined within the walls of a
university, was a very progressive one: the idea of lifelong learning where everyone has a
chance for self-improvement. Both Alexander and Birman saw this model of community
development as stimulating cultural awareness but there was criticism that it was an antiintellectual approach (Hoare, 1981, pp. 4-5). Birman later derided this criticism, saying
“If you get people who appreciate good drama and good music how can you call this an
anti-intellectual force. It’s stupidity” (ibid, p. 6). The Adult Education Board was pursuing
a policy which later became known as ‘entertainment-plus’, which is perhaps akin to
what is now called community or audience development, as run by arts organisations’
education and outreach departments. The entertainment-plus policy was designed to
improve the cultural literacy of the public and to encourage critical appreciation of the
arts (see Plate 1). It is perhaps surprising that the Festival of Perth came out of this model
of adult education, but from the beginning there was a clear indication that the artistic
activities were not just seen as something to fill in leisure time, but were educational or
‘improving’ as well.
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Another important factor in the lead-up to the first Festival was enabled by a significant
financial stimulus, a £750 grant (M. Adams, 1981, p. 109) which the Adult Education
Board received in 1951 from the State Government to fund arts activities (Birman, 1980,
p. 15). This was in recognition of the State’s Jubilee of Federation year, and to celebrate
this with a program of cultural events. The summer school entertainments of 1951
included six orchestral concerts which took place in the Somerville Auditorium, as well
as state-wide music activities. There was also a performance by the Melbourne-based
National Theatre Ballet of Corroboree, at His Majesty’s Theatre in Perth. With music by
John Antill, choreography by Rex Reid, and featuring John (Jack) Manuel as the Medicine
Man (Australia Dancing, 2008; Haebich, 2008, p.323; Potter, 2004), this production
gained infamy due to its appropriation and interpretation of Indigenous cultural traditions
and dance styles. Birman notes that:
the 1951 Jubilee activities of the Board marked the end of the experimental stage of
its ‘entertainment-plus’ policy, especially in view of the increased professionalism of the
Board’s operations. …[but]… there was no heir apparent to the Adult Education Board
which for the most part was very successful in not only artistic but also financial terms.
(Birman, 1980, p. 16)

The combination of these three factors 1) the recognition that there was a need to continue
the advances made during the war years by Alexander in bringing arts and culture to
the community, 2) the conclusion of the experimental phase of the ‘entertainment plus’
side of adult education activities, and 3) the success of the cultural activities to celebrate
the State’s Jubilee and the accompanying financial input from the state government,
gave momentum to the idea of creating a festival. This was given a further boost by
Perth’s music champion, Alexander Leckie, and his visit to the Edinburgh Festival. Lillian
Travicich, in one of the earliest written accounts of the Festival’s history, notes:
On his return to Perth from the Edinburgh Festival, Mr Leckie, founder of the Perth University
Choral Society, reported on it and Doctor Barry, director of the Australian Broadcasting
Commission, suggested holding a festival here in Perth. This was quickly added to by
Professor Alexander who advised turning the Summer School Entertainments into a
festival. (Travicich, 1964, p. 2)

By the time the idea for a Festival of Perth was being formulated in the early 1950s, the
Edinburgh International Festival, which began in 1947, had already established itself as
one of the major arts festivals in Europe, if not the world. Stemming from its roots as a
musical festival with strong operatic connections, the Edinburgh International Festival
was already renowned for its diverse arts program featuring opera, chamber music
concerts, orchestral works and ballet. World premieres of national and international
drama and plays, visiting performing companies and guest solo artists, as well as a fullscale Military Tattoo on the castle esplanade and closing fireworks event, had all been
combined to consolidate the Edinburgh International Festival’s pre-eminent position as
a multi-form arts festival, catering for a broad audience of locals and tourists alike (E.
Miller, 1996).
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In addition to the performing arts, Ian Hunter (the Edinburgh Festival’s second director)
brought the visual arts into the 1950 Festival, with an exhibition featuring thirty-six works by
Rembrandt. This was followed by an exhibition of the Spanish school of painters, El Greco,
Goya and Velazquez, in 1951. These exhibitions of works by renowned European artists
demonstrate that, at least in the visual arts, the Edinburgh International Festival originally
set out to showcase established and recognised artistic canons, and did not necessarily
intend to introduce new or avant-garde work to the general public, or even its recognised
audience. This is in contrast to what was happening in the visual arts in Perth as:
With the appointment of Laurie Thomas as Director of the Art Gallery of Western Australia
in 1952 came touring exhibitions: first a controversial exhibition of French contemporary
art in 1953 and then an exhibition of Italian contemporary art in 1956, which both aroused
debate about modern art. (Gregory, 2003, p. 67)

This broad artistic and cultural vision was what the Adult Education Board members
had in mind when they recommended that the Festival of Perth be developed along
the same lines as the festival in Edinburgh, and as a result, at the Board’s meeting on
21 November, 1951, the suggestion was made that “a Festival of Perth similar to the
Edinburgh Festival take place over a period of seven or eight days about the end of
January 1953“ with the stipulation that it be “kept to the higher cultural level, following
more or less the Edinburgh Festival” (Birman, 1980, p. 17).

A note on the Plates and the Images
The plates provide a complementary story to the chronological account of the Festival.
The main text contains the key facts and figures relating to the Festival, while at the same
time highlighting important people, performances and issues. The plates provide extra
information, including further explanation of key terms (such as ‘The Entertainment-Plus
Policy’ below), personal stories, excerpts from oral histories or other interviews, performance
reviews, and other details taken from various sources. In most cases, the plates tell the
story from more than one perspective. Sometimes the stories match, sometimes there
is a discrepancy - depending on whose point-of-view is presented, but in all cases they
provide additional colour to the tale of the Festival. The images selected are designed to
work in a similar fashion. They allow the reader to put a face to the name, to gain a clearer
picture of performances or venues, or to tell the story through a different medium. The
plates and images work in synchronicity with the main text, to provide the reader with a
fuller picture, woven by pulling all the various threads of the Festival’s histories together.
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Plate 1: The Entertainment-Plus Policy
Fred Alexander, the first Director of the Festival of Perth, reflected on the origination of the
entertainment-plus policy in an interview from 1976:
I was one of the first within the Army Education Service to build up musical services
to troops, because this seemed to me one way in which one could do something of
both educational, entertainment and morale-building significance. And I had enough
links with the civilian community to be able to form groups of civilian and military
personnel, who would go out to troops perhaps on a week’s tour, and present
programmes that were not just sheer entertainment; … We had no blue-nosed
comedians or anything of that sort, but every programme would have a major piece
de resistance, they would have commentary, they would include tuneful numbers,
melody, things that were familiar. (B. Miller, 1976, p. FA: 1:2/25)
The second Director of the Festival, John Birman, was also interviewed about it:
The ‘plus’ was the important one because it was a plus that stimulated community
activities. Years later they started talking about community development. For
goodness sake, that’s what we were doing exactly in the late 40s and in the early 50s
… it was a perfectly legitimate function for Adult Education to undertake that aspect
of community development which stimulated the cultural awareness of our people in
this state. (Hoare, 1981, pp. 3-4)
Hew Roberts, who put together the 1958 Festival program while John Birman was on
study leave, spoke of how the policy was actually incorporated into events:
The Alexander idea of plonking a grand piano and a pianist into an aeroplane
and flying it up there was a dramatic idea in every sense. It was extremely much
appreciated by a great number of people in the fighting forces and it did have a
‘plus’ element. … the ‘plus’ element was that the music that was played, unlike the
music one hears when one goes to hear a recital, was explained, there were talks
and discussions, little introductions given, maybe by the pianist … The same would
be true about drama, that there would be discussions afterwards on what it was you
saw and whether it taught anything or whether it was just fun and so on. And it would
incline to help people make their own entertainment, to make camp concerts and
so on, a little bit more improved, a little bit more serious … So say that the phrase
‘entertainment plus’ was a pretty accurate description of the intent and many of the
practices of what was done in the fighting forces and to a lesser extent in what was
done in civilian education. (Hoare, 1979, p. 4)
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1953
Fred Alexander acknowledged all the differing influences which had come to bear on
the Festival of Perth’s creation in its first program brochure, where he wrote:
The first Festival of Perth did not spring fully fledged from the mind of any individual or from any
single group of interested persons. Like most successful British institutions it has developed
experimentally from humble beginnings by a process of adaption to altered conditions and
felt needs in a constantly changing society. (Alexander in Travicich, 1964, pp. 2-3)

The Festival had been modelled on “successful British institutions” and set up with a
didactic purpose for the perceived audiences, with the emphasis on demonstrating
acceptable ‘standards’ for local arts practitioners. In his theatre history book, See How It
Runs: Nimrod and the New Wave (2002), Meyrick summarises this notion of ‘standards’
and a definition of ‘professionalism’ which was prevalent in Australian performing arts in
the post-War era. He asserts that there was an ‘Anglo Generation’ of practitioners who:
worked through the 1950s and 1960s creating the initial structure of a non-commercial,
professional industry – founding its first public funding body (the Australian Elizabethan
Theatre Trust), its first training institutions (NIDA and the Drama Department of the
University of New South Wales) and Australia’s major theatres (the state companies). We
might call these the Anglo generation, not because they were all English, but because
they consciously borrowed their working methods from the British theatre of the time,
particularly the better class of regional repertory company. (Meyrick, 2002, pp. 4-5)

Furthermore, Meyrick points out that the “abiding obsession of a generation of Anglo
artists [was] a concern for ‘standards’ ” (ibid, p. 5). He defines ‘standards’ as “conceived
as a body of skills that imbued the profession generally with integrity” (ibid, p. 6),
skills which resulted in ‘performance accuracy’ (ibid, p. 5). Meyrick sets this drive for
‘standards’ against the performing arts background of the times:
Before dismissing out of hand this unfashionable notion of artistic excellence, one should
recall how severely bogged Australian theatre had become by … 1952. Given the
dwindling of commercial managements in the Depression years, the uninspired program
choices of those extant, the absence of any national training institution and the general
opinion – held by the smaller independent theatres as well as the larger profit-based ones
– that the country could not sustain a permanent repertory company, ‘standards’ was
perhaps as good a banner as any under which to fight for a ‘professional’ theatre. Then
(as now) enterprises claiming for themselves a novel, fundamental importance were met
with hostility and apathy in an environment where a low-grade equilibrium had already
been established. … [The ideal of] ‘standards’ - echoed by other Anglophiles… - upset this
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balance by trumpeting not simply a new theatre … but a new set of values that cut across
the notion of the commercial high art divide. (ibid, p. 6)

These ‘standards’ or ‘set of values’ were what Alexander and the other founders of
the Festival were looking for when they sought to bring international acts to Perth to
influence the local cultural organisations.
Before the first Festival year had even begun, it was already open season for the critics.
The Adult Education Board’s attempts to provide cultural offerings to the people of
Perth were already being criticised by their own university colleagues. Birman wrote that
the Adult Education Board strove for the highest possible standards, but at the same
time were “acutely aware of how far they could go in a community which, after many
years of war and lack of cultural experience, was only now becoming conscious of the
winds of change blowing on cultural horizons” (Birman, 1980, p. 13). Against the Adult
Education Board was pitted the English Department “which considered itself the arbiter
of good taste in all the fields of the arts” (ibid) and they suggested that the Board “should
present avant-garde music and arrange for classics in the field of drama, as it would
be better to have ‘a series of honourable failures’ rather than take cognizance of the
needs and aspirations of the plebs” (ibid). There was some scepticism of this attitude,
as the implication was that the opinions of the members of the English Department
on what was an appropriate cultural offering was more pertinent than that of the Adult
Education Board’s members, and that the people of Perth were too naïve to know what
they wanted in terms of artistic entertainment. Birman concludes by saying: “On the
question of who was to finance the honourable failures our colleagues were discreetly
silent” (ibid).The Adult Education Board’s staff, through their previous experiences of
delivering cultural events, were aware of the need to choose activities that could attract
an audience and raise an income.
Another critic of the first Festival was Henrietta Drake-Brockman. In an article published
in The West Australian newspaper on 29 November, 1952, she criticised the program for
its lack of ‘Australian Atmosphere’, and suggested that:
Without some distinctive accent, some stamp of this land itself sufficient to hallmark the
festival as part of the Australian way of living, it must lack the vital spark of originality which,
ultimately, builds all such innovations into great and enduring institutions, beloved of the
people, part of the legend and tradition of a community (Drake-Brockman, 1952, p. 17)

Drake-Brockman recommended that the Festival include plays by Australian playwrights
such as Douglas Stewart, Catherine Duncan and Kylie Tennant, “which aroused great
interest in the Eastern States” (ibid). She also suggested that Australian comedies be
shown as part of a film program, and that music and dance should be represented by
“a really outstanding Corroboree” (ibid), clearly in spite of the efforts of the previous year.
With this, Drake-Brockman was advocating the creation a new standard of home-grown
Australian excellence.
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Fred Alexander took the opportunity to respond to these criticisms in the following
Saturday’s edition of The West Australian in an article entitled “Defending the first Festival
of Perth.” In it he set out one of the Festival’s objectives as:
To include the best available works and artists from British, European, American and Asian
as well as Australian sources and use them to highlight the local conditions, scenic and
climatic as well as artistic, in which they are presented. (Alexander, 1952, p. 15)

Through this published dialogue, the critic Henrietta Drake-Brockman and Fred Alexander
commenced a tradition which has been a noteworthy element of the Festival ever since:
that of public criticism of festival programming rigorously defended by festival organisers
and staff.
In the end, the inaugural program for 1953 included four plays, three films, orchestral
concerts by the ABC, a ballet performance and a ‘Beethoven Festival’. Fred Alexander
identified the Festival’s first significant cultural landmark as the “Richard III experiment”
(Alexander, 1963, p. 691). This experiment in drama was important for several reasons,
the first being the introduction of an overseas director, Michael Langham, with an unusual
idea of how to create a more authentic staging of Shakespeare in an unfamiliar setting.
As explained by actress Faith Clayton:
In 1953, the [Somerville] auditorium witnessed an ambitious theatrical event: the major
production of the very first Festival of Perth … Shakespeare’s Richard III. Michael
Langham came from London to direct. He decried the modern ‘picture frame’ approach
to Shakespeare, and his innovation in Perth was to use an apron stage to recreate the
intimacy and the magnitude of the Elizabethan playhouse. (Johnston, 2003, Interview with
Faith Clayton)

Birman was also to comment later on just how ambitious this theatrical event was, as
he recognised that Michael Langham was “a professional producer … [who] had very
high standards … demanding satin for the players … [and] I could see that the budget
was getting catastrophically high” (M. Adams, 1981, p. 120). The end result was “a
great honorary failure financially and a great artistic achievement at the same time” (ibid).
Birman later estimated that the loss was close to £5,000, and it became necessary to
“camouflage this loss and … spread it in other areas” (ibid, p. 121), but nevertheless the
“news leaked out and the University bursar was aware that the loss was much greater
than shown, but it was just camouflaged” (ibid).
Possibly as a response to Henrietta Drake-Brockman’s criticisms published in The
West Australian newspaper previously, Alexander later noted that “Though she [DrakeBrockmann] is a writer and not a producer, a place was found for her in Mr. Langham’s
over-subscribed producers’ class” (Alexander, 1952, p. 15). This course, which was
designed for amateurs to help them develop their skills in performing arts production,
was a good example of the added value, or ‘entertainment plus’, which was attached to
Festival events, with Richard III director Michael Langham leading the sessions. It might be
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assumed that it was during Henrietta Drake-Brockman’s meetings with Langham while
attending the course that she heard him say the words which she then paraphrased:
Mr. Michael Langham … tells his actors and students that London is over full of Australian
actors and actresses who all believe that, to achieve success, they must go abroad. ‘Stay
here,’ he says. ‘Build your own theatre here. Give your playwrights a chance to have
practical experience and learn to express the drama of Australia. There must be one?’
(Drake-Brockman, 1952, p. 17)

Here was an outsider, Michael Langham, who had not only found an outlet for his own
artistic ideas of how to present plays through his involvement in the Festival of Perth, but
who was also trying to convince the Australian performing arts community to strengthen
itself from within. Although Michael Langham was parachuted into this community as a
visiting producer and director for six months, he advocated that a local culture based on
local themes and concerns could be developed, but only if the local artistic community
were committed to creating one and did not feel the need to abandon Australian culture
in favour of more immediate European experiences.
Langham was not the first foreigner to suggest that the people of Perth found their own
performing arts industry, as noted by Gregory in her book, City of Light:
The 1948 visit of Laurence Olivier and Vivienne Leigh to perform in Sheridan’s School for
Scandal was very influential. Noted British theatrical producer Tyrone Guthrie followed
them in 1949 and called on more professional standards among local drama groups.
One result was the establishment of the Company of Four in 1950 by Lily Kavanagh,
Sol Sainken, and Harold and Dorothy Krantz, who had all been active in Perth theatrical
circles since the late twenties. They staged numerous plays, working closely with the Adult
Education Board headed by Fred Alexander at UWA and then the Festival of Perth headed
by John Birman. (Gregory, 2003, p. 66)

Birman also believed that the creation of the Company of Four had a “fundamental impact
in Western Australia insofar that it proved to professional actors that there was at least
an opportunity of remaining in the state and playing and making a bit of a living out of it”
(M. Adams, 1981, p.104). Milne also commented that at this time the “main source for
actors (many of them émigré English actors…along with directors and other personnel) to
‘make a bit of a living’ for many years remained the ABC’s radio drama” (Milne, Personal
Correspondence, 2012). This reinforces the notion that Perth did have a home-grown
theatre sector, with its own local success stories, on which the Festival could build by
bringing in so-called experts from abroad. The ‘standards’ and ‘quality’ which Alexander
and Birman sought to imbue in the Perth performing arts scene were already present to an
extent, simply by dint of its history and origins. Local actress Faith Clayton, who appeared
in the first Festival’s production of Richard III, explained how this worked in practice when
she spoke of the development of Western Australian theatre in the late 1950s:
We were still different from – not worse than – the Old Country and we still had things to
learn as a developing State. There was a desire to develop what we could from the things
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we had here, so that we could be self-reliant – as well as taking the best from wherever it
could be found. (Herrmann, 2006, p. 5)

Clayton’s comments appear to be the point at which the aspirations of the local artists
met with those of the Festival. There was the recognition of the need to learn and grow by
taking notice of external sources of theatre practice, while at the same time showing that
this was in addition to, not instead of, the theatrical standards which had already been
built up and continued to develop amongst Western Australian artists and audiences.
Even before the Festival’s inaugural year, Alexander’s support of the performing arts
through the Adult Education Board (and later Birman’s continuing backing), and tours
by foreign companies, were fundamental to the development of Perth’s performing arts
industry. The speed of that development, the tension between the need to create a local
culture versus borrowing from external sources, and the quality of the resulting output,
were issues which were to be hotly debated at various points in the Festival’s history.
The first Festival of Perth lasted significantly longer than just the duration of the summer
school activities, which had been the timeframe originally proposed. It ran from 2 January
to 14 March, and attracted an audience attendance of 28,991, which Birman wrote was,
“an astonishing number considering minimal publicity, [and] the over-riding suspicion in
the community about university-sponsored presentations being too highbrow” (Birman,
1980, p. 18). As Travicich noted, “The overall costs were in the neighbourhood of twelve
thousand pounds” (Travicich, 1964, p. 5), although this probably does not include the
five thousand pounds lost on the production of Richard III which Birman later claimed
was camouflaged through clever accounting.
1954
Prior to the second Festival of Perth in 1954, a sub-committee of the Adult Education
Board, simply called ‘The Festival of Perth Committee’ was formed. Representatives of
key festival stakeholders, such as the ABC, the Tourist Bureau and the Perth City Council,
sat on the committee. “Its main task was to plan the artistic content of the Festival and
leave the financial aspect of it to the Adult Education Board” (Birman, 1980, p. 19), but it
is clear by the inclusion of members of the tourist bureau and the city council that more
than just cultural interests were to be served by the Festival. One of the first undertakings
of the sub-committee was to ask the Governor, Sir Charles Gairdner, and Lady Gairdner
to be the Festival’s patrons.
At the same meeting at which the sub-committee was formed, the idea of having a film
festival within the Festival of Perth was mooted. Although films, including the French film
Cesar, had been shown at the Somerville auditorium from 2-10 January during the first
Festival in 1953, “it was not until the following year that festival plans incorporated the
idea that the film screenings constituted a ‘film festival’ in their own right” (O’Regan, n.d.,
p. 2). This idea was developed and in 1957 a French film festival was held, blossoming
into a truly international film festival in 1959, under Birman’s direction and directorship.
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This element of the Festival, first brought into Festival programming in 1954, remains to
this day (2011).
The 1954 Festival of Perth program built on the first. It was recognised that there was a
need to broaden the range of the Festival, and “improve the quality of the music, ballet and
drama which constituted the ‘core’ of the Festival” (Birman, 1980, p. 19). This statement
gives a very clear indication of what the committee members considered to be suitable
for Festival fare at this stage in the Festival’s development: music, presumably classical
rather than popular; ballet, not dance; and drama in preference to other types of theatrical
productions, for example vaudeville or comedy. In addition, the international element of the
Festival of Perth was designed to provide a benchmark for the improvement of the cultural
offering by the local professionals, and for the local audiences. Alexander later commented
on the choice of programming for the Festival which reinforced the idea that the Festival
was to show the way in terms of standards for the arts in the state, and he wrote that:
after the war, when special attention was given to self-supporting or profit making community
arts activities, though the choice of musical or dramatic programmes was never excessively
highbrow, because of the desire to attract substantial audiences, emphasis was placed
increasingly on the highest possible level of professional performance and presentation.
Resulting developments, such as the emergence of professional repertory theatre or the
screening of foreign films not available through commercial cinemas, require no apologia for
a University-sponsored agency bearing the title ‘adult education’. (Alexander, 1963, p. 703)

The presentations for 1954 show how the ‘core’ programming was applied. Following
on from the ‘Beethoven Festival’ of three concerts presented in 1953, three Tchaikovsky
orchestral concerts, conducted by Sir Bernard Heinze, were performed in the Somerville
Auditorium in 1954. This was one of the ABC’s many contributions to the second festival,
which also included a radio festival program and a nationwide broadcast, which gave
the Festival a profile in the eastern states. Of the performing arts element of the second
Festival, Travicich wrote:
Although the dramatic presentations of the 1954 Festival of Perth were not highlighted
by any notable visiting artist, four plays of a generally high standard and difference were
effectively produced. (Travicich, 1964, p. 7)

These were Perth Repertory’s production of Ring Round the Moon, the Company of
Four’s production of Pygmalion, Peer Gynt presented by the University Dramatic Society,
and the University Dramatic Society also joined with the Graduate Dramatic Society to
present Antigone.
Although the second Festival was not particularly innovative from a performing arts
perspective, it did introduce the inclusion of visual arts into its program, with an exhibition
of ‘Contemporary Australian Art’ from 7-31 January at the Public Library, Museum and
Art Gallery of WA. Another new element was spoken word recitals, given by Rosemary
Miller and John Casson.
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Throughout his directorship of the first two Festivals, Fred Alexander had continued to
straddle the roles of Professor of History and Director of the Adult Education Board, and
this workload became untenable.
At its December 1953 meeting, the Senate of the University passed a resolution inviting
Professor Alexander to accept the position of full time director of the Adult Education
Board without loss of professorial salary. As the implication of this resolution meant the
vacation of the chair of History, Professor Alexander informed the Senate that he was not
prepared to accept the offer and was returning to his chair at the University, at the same
time severing his connections with the Adult Education Board, from the beginning of the
academic year in March 1954. (Birman, 1980, pp. 19-20)

Alexander had held the part-time role of Director of Adult Education for thirteen years,
even keeping “a nominal eye on civilian adult education … [done] mainly by telephone”
(B. Miller, 1976, p. 26) while in the Army Education Service during the war. Alexander’s
staff in the Adult Education department consisted of John Birman as Assistant Director
from mid-1948, a male secretary, two office juniors and a librarian (Hoare, 1981, p. 5).
His decision to relinquish the role of part-time Director of Adult Education to continue as
Head of the Department of History, as well as Chairman of the Professorial Board (UWA,
1954, p. 9), spelled the end of the Festival’s first directorship. Alexander provided advice
on the future direction of the Festival when writing in the 1954 Festival brochure:
Don’t let the people of Perth down by listening to carping critics who would have you
produce the moon, preferably on a piece of homemade cheese; keep up your standards
and seek the best that is available to you wherever it may be found; but don’t allow the
Festival to become the exclusive preserve of the ultra-highbrows who might be tempted
to forget that it is primarily a festival for the people of Perth. Above all, fight to prevent that
Festival from passing under the control of little men who would prefer to play safe rather
than to take risks which might involve criticism and so endanger their personal prestige.
(Alexander, 1987, p. 40)

Alexander kept the focus firmly on the local audience and the festival as a cultural
resource for the whole community, and in his farewell speech to the Adult Education
Board, he stated:
Whatever the policy the Adult Education Board decides to adopt in 1954 … it would seem
that the Board’s experiment in establishing the Festival of Perth had created something
which, whoever is responsible for its future organisation, will remain an increasingly
significant part of the cultural life of Australia. (Birman, 1980, p. 20)

Here Alexander recognised that the Festival of Perth may not always be a part of the
future plans of the Adult Education Board, or even of the University, but he appeared to
have faith in the Festival as a stand-alone entity. The Festival remains supported by the
University of Western Australia to this day. Alexander’s words were prophetic. The Festival
of Perth, as the first modern arts festival to be held in Australia, was the forerunner of
the plethora of festivals which now take place all over the country throughout the year.
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Figure: Portrait of Professor Fred Alexander is not available in this version of the thesis

Portrait of Professor Fred Alexander
Courtesy State Library of Western Australia
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Plate 2: Fred Alexander - The driving force behind the
Festival
Sir Alexander Reid, then Chancellor of the University of Western Australia, commented in
his foreword to Alexander’s book, Campus at Crawley that:
The author’s personal participation … has … prevented him from doing full justice
to the part he has played. I think in particular of his twelfth chapter, ‘Adult Education
and Community Contacts’, in which his natural modesty has overruled his desire
as an historian to tell the full story. … During his period as Director, in 1953 he and
some others associated with him in the work of the Board [of Adult Education]
initiated the Festival of Perth - a somewhat grandiloquent title for entertainment
in the open air at the University grounds, which had been provided by the Board
in previous years primarily for its Summer School students, but which was then
enlarged to include performances by interstate and overseas artists. From that
promising beginning the Festival of Perth has now become firmly established as
an important annual contribution to the cultural life of the State. Though Professor
Alexander relinquished his post as Director after the second festival in 1954,
his services are still available as a member of the Festival of Perth Committee,
a sub-committee of the Adult Education Board. (Alexander, 1963, p. vi)
Hew Roberts, the 1958 Festival Director, also recognised what a pivotal role Alexander had
played in getting the Festival off the ground:
The Festival of Perth … was the only festival that I know of anywhere in the
world that has risen to be a significant national event, international event, that
started with nothing. The Adelaide Festival started much later and claimed
to be the first great festival in Australia, was started with heavy backing from
newspapers, the business world and government. Perth’s started with literally
nothing except the incredibly slight resources of the Adult Education Board.…
this has become a permanent feature of the cultural light of WA which was
created by Alexander’s ‘entertainment plus’ program. (Hoare, 1979, p. 6)
Later, however, Alexander did show an emotional attachment to his creation, when taking
part in an oral history interview:
I also - this may have been partly personal - I was a bit distressed by the fact that one of
the things I had done quite naturally in army education in respect to music and drama and
so forth, which I carried over into the civilian adult education field when I went back to the
University, because this State had been starved of musical and dramatic development
during the War years and adult education proceeded to provide this and fill this gap; out
of this there developed the establishment of the Festival of Perth, which was a baby of my
own, tied in with the development of the annual summer school and so forth - there wasn’t
much sympathy with this sort of entrepreneurial side of adult education. (B. Miller, 1976,
pp. 1:2/32 - 33)
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Chapter 3 Reflections
This section will summarise pertinent parts of the account of the Festival years at the
end of each of the chapters three to eight. In particular, the reflections will look at where
the Festival of Perth sits within accepted definitions of Festivals at this point in its history,
and will compare and contrast its management and/or structure against some of the
ideas outlined in chapter two where appropriate. At the conclusion of chapter three, the
noticeable factors in the account of the Festival are its foundation and formation, the
creation of its first stakeholder networks, and its aims for the development of the arts
sector in WA.
Chapter three is very much a story about Fred Alexander, and his vision for the Festival
as its first Director was borne out of the political climate of trying to rebuild a nation
after the war years. The Festival was founded with the notion that what worked to build
morale amongst the troops would also be valuable during peacetime. Begun partly as a
didactic tool, one of the Festival’s aims was to enhance the audience’s knowledge and
understanding of the arts, using the ‘entertainment-plus’ model. Although Alexander
clearly desired to create a Festival for the people of Perth, he also wanted there to be an
added educational benefit for the audiences through their attendance at Festival events.
At the time of its formation, the Festival of Perth was a ‘home-grown’ festival in that it was
small scale and linked to locale, but it was not a grass-roots idea. The proposal came
more ‘top-down’, with a select few people, led by Alexander, who had a belief in the
educational and improving powers of artistic activities, and the capacity and capability
to make it happen. Nor did the Festival arrive in isolation; it emerged as a result of
other activities which were either part of army, or civilian, or educational life. Alexander’s
other vision was for Western Australian-based arts practitioners, and it was to introduce
standards to which they could aspire by bringing notable foreign performers, producers
or companies to Perth using the Festival as a focus for this activity.
The importance of the Festival’s strong link to the University of Western Australia’s
community programs ought not to be underestimated, not just because of the
‘entertainment-plus’, educational aspect of the activities, but also because UWA fulfilled
many stakeholder roles which enabled the introduction and foundation of the Festival in
1953. Firstly, it was the owner, regulator and facilitator as it provided approval, support
and funded the program of the Festival. Secondly, it was a supplier as it made oncampus venues available for events. Thirdly, it was the organiser as it provided the staff
to run it part-time as an element of their Extension Service job roles. In return, the Festival
provided an increased selection of activities for UWA’s summer school students (many of
whom were from regional Western Australia), and the summer school provided a readymade audience for Festival performances. The University also benefited from a visible
increase in its contribution to the Perth community through its support of local arts and
artists, and by making an investment in several staff members by taking their idea for a
Festival seriously and funding it to become a reality. Tensions amongst groups within the
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University also surfaced early in the Festival’s history, with the English Department staff
seeing themselves as stakeholders in the type of theatre productions which should be
supported by the Adult Education Board.
Another key stakeholder at this time was the Australian Broadcasting Commission. It
was a co-producer and a supplier, as it arranged orchestral concerts as part of the
Festival’s first program, and was also an ally and collaborator as influential staff members
were advocates for the idea of a Festival of Perth. The local media also took on multiple
stakeholder roles; as a promoter of Festival events through their reporting and review
of the news, but also as a public forum for criticism of the way in which the Festival
was run. Perth City Council and the Tourist Board formed direct relationships with the
Festival, by holding seats on ‘The Festival of Perth Committee’.
There was no conscious effort to create an explicit brand identity for the Festival of Perth
in 1953. Through its support of the Festival, the University was displaying attributes
such as being an innovative institution, a leader in education by providing pathways to
accessible learning, and a leader in the arts by building capacity for the sector, but this
was not done as part of a systematic process of brand formation and management.
The naming of the Festival of Perth, as part of the brand identity, follows the pattern
Mossberg and Getz noticed in their study of fourteen festivals in Sweden and Canada,
which concluded that: “When it comes to the name of the festivals, no common factors
were found. The general reason for naming the festivals the way the arrangers did was
often personal, and often it was simply an idea from one of the founders” (Mossberg &
Getz, 2006, p. 322). The Festival of Perth follows this generally accepted model, with
the name being chosen by the founders to echo the Edinburgh Festival’s name and to
provide a clear indication to potential audiences of what it did; ‘The Festival of Perth’
was a series of events of fixed duration, distinguished by its locale. Interestingly, in this
same article Mossberg and Getz wrote: “All of the festivals had been founded by one
or a group of enthusiasts with a burning interest for a certain cause” (ibid, p. 318). This
is certainly true for the Festival of Perth, which makes it a forerunner of a plethora of
festivals which have sprung up since, and at the same time marks it as nothing out of
the ordinary as it conformed to this pattern.
The Festival program brochure cover for 1953 does display some co-branding, but not
with the University of Western Australia, its principal stakeholder. The crest and motto
of the City of Perth take pride of place on the program cover. Perth City Council had
“permitted the … [use of] … the city’s emblem in the publicity for the Festival” (Birman,
1980, p. 17), but it had not contributed financially to the Festival and it was not a strategic
stakeholder at this time. The use of ‘Perth’ in the naming of the Festival was simply a
geographical descriptor, not an indication of involvement or commitment by the Perth
City Council. At this early stage, the relationship between the Festival of Perth and the
city council was opportunistic rather than strategic.
Another strong driving force behind the Festival’s foundation was the need to build a
strong arts sector in Western Australia, and to overcome the isolation of Perth and the
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notion that it was a ‘cultural desert’. Although there was an arts sector, with much musical
and performing arts activity, there was a recognised need to strengthen the local Perth
cultural scene and available infrastructure. Alexander’s experience and connections in the
arts community, and the wider community, were very important when it came to finding
advocates for the idea of a Festival of Perth. Getz notes that, “‘Social networks’ are often
important for entrepreneurs, especially when obtaining the resources and support to start
an event. ‘Social capital’ in this sense means the network of people and organizations
you can rely on to help you” (Getz, 2007, p. 92). Alexander’s connections that he had
made whilst in the military, and his practical approach to the logistics of getting things
done, combined with the backing of the academic community he had met during his
university career, were vital in getting the Festival of Perth off the ground. Alexander’s
format for programming of the fledgling Festival was closely based on the model of the
recently founded Edinburgh International Festival, as well as making good use of the
local arts resources which were available to him at the time. By adding international acts
into the Festival, Alexander was trying to overcome the geographical isolation of Perth
as well as provide an example of ‘standards’ to which local arts organisations could
aspire. The debate about the benefits of bringing in international artists to Perth, and
whether the money would be better spent on alternative ways to build a stronger local
and national arts sector, was mooted at the very start of the Festival’s life.
In conclusion, the period from the mid 1940s to the early 1950s was the time in which
the seed of the Festival was sown, and nobody who was involved at the time could have
foreseen how successful it would become. The audiences came, the critics wrote about
it, and the University could see the value in it. These were all confirmation that it should
continue. Alexander’s brief stint as the Director set up much of the structure of the
Festival that it retains today: the parent body, UWA, was identified, the time of year was
selected, the scope of the Festival as a multi-arts initiative was defined, and the artistic
vision to bring the best international arts events to Perth to enhance the local sector was
established. As the following chapters detail, the significance of the Festival of Perth and
its contribution to the artistic and cultural life of Western Australia, as well as the rest of
the nation, continued to grow.
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Chapter 4

Birman’s Reign Begins

1955 - 1965

Following Professor Alexander’s decision not to continue his directorship after the 1954
Festival of Perth, John Birman was appointed Executive Officer of the Adult Education
Board, and Executive Officer of the Festival Committee, which remained a sub-committee
of the Adult Education Board. Birman was part of Alexander’s original team which brought
the Festival to life, and it was under his directorship that it flourished and became a firm
fixture in Perth’s calendar year. It was also during his tenure that the Festival not only
started to commission works from local arts practitioners and organisations, but also
partnered with national and international producers (both private and public) to expand
the breadth of the program, and these were significant features of Birman’s directorship.

Biography of John Birman
As Birman himself told it in his oral history interview with Adams (1981), he was a Polish
immigrant who was born in Warsaw in 1913. His father was an accountant and his mother
a schoolteacher. As a teenage student at a private high-school, Birman was employed
during the evenings at a local cinema, selling tickets and carrying cans of film from the
distributors to the theatre, and it is probable that it was at this time that he developed
his life-long interest in film. In 1930 he went to Wolna Wszechnika Polska, a fee-paying
university on the outskirts of Warsaw, where he took courses in physics and social studies.
Birman’s migration to Australia was sparked by his growing awareness of political tensions
in Europe. By the spring of 1935, Birman had gained his absolutorium (confirmation that
he had completed his course, but not officially been granted a degree). He spoke his
native Polish and also German, and was self-taught in English. He was married to his first
wife Ludka, whom he had met when she was studying bio-chemistry at the university.
After completing his studies he was employed by the Keystone Agency as a journalist,
syndicating newspaper copy and images. Following the Stresa Declaration in April 1935
by Britain, France and Italy, repudiating Germany’s rearmament on the grounds that it
contravened the principles of various post-World War One treaties and covenants, Birman
could see that Europe was heading towards war. In 1936, he prepared for emigration by
applying to the Australian government, and by taking a course in automobile electrics as
he felt he would not be able to get a job in journalism in a strange country.
As Adams documented, Birman arrived alone in Melbourne, Australia on 6 December
1937, and moved to Sydney in 1938. It was here that he joined the Workers’ Educational
Association and took a course in Australian history at the university. Through these
activities he started to associate with members of the Fellowship of Australian Writers and
‘The Left Book Club’, which he described as “attract[ing] mainly the left intelligentsia” (M.
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Figure: Portrait of John Birman, 17th Annual Festival of Perth, 1969 is not available in this version
of the thesis

Portrait of John Birman, 17th Annual Festival of Perth, 1969
Photograph taken as part of the ‘Migrants in the arts and entertainment in Australia’ series,
Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs
Courtesy National Archives of Australia, A12111, 1/1969/6/32
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Adams, 1981, p. 26). As a recent immigrant, he also found that he was asked to speak
at meetings on the topic of the crisis in Europe, particularly the issue of appeasement.
The outbreak of war in Europe had a direct impact on Birman’s life, as he lost his entire
family, including his wife, during the invasion of Poland. This news was conveyed to him
by a stranger, written on a postcard from Odessa in the Soviet Union in late 1939. His first
reaction was to try to enlist in the Australian Army to fight the war on the Allied side, but he
was rejected as he was a foreigner. During 1940, Birman briefly visited Perth for three or four
months, and wrote articles for The West Australian and The Daily News, before returning to
Sydney. He was finally allowed to enlist in 1941, and became a sergeant in Army Education.
On completion of a tour of duty in New Guinea in 1943 (Hoare, 1981, p. 1), he then asked
for a transfer to Western Australia for personal reasons. This is when Birman first met Fred
Alexander and started to be involved in the cultural aspects of army education.
At the end of the war, Birman spent three years in Tasmania (1945-1948), where he enrolled
in an arts degree at the university. He gained experience of running the first summer
school in Tasmania, under the auspices of the State Library of Tasmania. A speaker of
three languages, with a love of film and cinema, experience of running a summer school,
contacts in the fields of literature and journalism, and knowledge of setting up cultural
events in Western Australia, it was not surprising that Fred Alexander asked Birman to
apply for the post of Assistant Director of Adult Education at UWA. His application was
successful, and Birman returned to Perth on 7 June, 1948. In 1950, he married librarian
Wendy Blake, and sealed his commitment to Perth and Western Australia.
Five years later, in March 1954, Birman took over Alexander’s duties. He was not
appointed directly to the posts vacated by Alexander, but was given the job title of
Executive Officer. Although he started work on preparations for the 1955 Festival, it
was not until September 1954 that the University Senate committed to the Festival, in a
resolution which stated:
It seems neither desirable nor possible for the Board to dissociate itself from the Festival
of Perth now so successfully launched. The University … should play a major role in the
Festival.…the organising body of the Festival should be widened … the activities of the
Festival might also be more widespread to include not only the University but also Perth
and other parts of the metropolitan area. (Birman, 1980, p. 21)

Birman’s job role for the 1955 Festival was, therefore, essentially a temporary one. He had
not been awarded directorship of the Festival, even although the University had formally
endorsed the continuation, and geographical expansion, of it. Birman later stated that
he was awarded a salary of about two hundred and fifty pounds, and the University
Senate simultaneously appointed Dr Rossiter as Chairman of the Adult Education Board
who received “a thousand pounds a year to supervise the daily conduct of the works
of Adult Education” (M. Adams, 1981, p. 121). This iniquity caused personal offence to
Birman, who later reflected that he was told by Vice-Chancellor Prescott, “Look John
you are a foreigner you don’t understand how the thing works” (ibid, p. 122), in spite
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of Birman’s years of experience in both adult education and arts programming. This
unusual organisational structure also caused financial and administrative difficulties for
Birman, as the University Bursar’s expectation was that the development of the Festival
could be “[left] alone until the new Director arrives” (ibid, p. 122).
1955 - 1959
Under these difficult circumstances, Birman nevertheless pressed ahead with the artistic
expansion of the Festival for 1955, which was endorsed by the University Senate’s
resolution (quoted above). The Senate was clearly looking to bring more experts in their
fields in to the Festival committee to assist with programming, and to widen the cultural
offering. At the same time, the committee was also hoping to expand the reach of the
Festival in terms of its geographical spread. So, after two Festivals which were clearly
linked to UWA’s summer school and the Crawley campus, there was the determination
to keep the administrative and financial links to UWA, but to increase the scope of the
Festival both culturally and in terms of audience access. The expansion of artistic genres
was seen by the addition of opera to the program in 1955, Gian Carlo Menotti’s Amahl
and the Night Visitors and Meta Overman’s Psyche, both of which were performed at
the Somerville Auditorium. There were two drama offerings: the Perth Repertory Club
presented Christopher Fry’s The Lady’s Not for Burning in the Sunken Garden, and
Maxwell Anderson’s Mary of Scotland was staged in the Somerville Auditorium. There
were also open-air concerts from the ABC and WA Symphony Orchestra. Although
there was the desire to expand the Festival of Perth beyond the boundaries of the UWA
campus, the majority of Festival activity was still based there in 1955.
1956 was an important year for both the Festival and for the performing arts in Perth.
Firstly, the Festival forged its initial links with a new, national organisation, the Australian
Elizabethan Theatre Trust (AETT). The Elizabethan Theatre Trust, as it became commonly
known, was founded to commemorate the eight week tour of Australia by Queen
Elizabeth II and the Duke of Edinburgh which had taken place in 1954. The Elizabethan
Theatre Trust aimed to establish “a native drama, opera and ballet [to] give professional
employment to Australian actors, singers and dancers, and … opportunities [to] writers,
composers and artists whose creative work is related to the theatre” (Milne, 2004, p.
11). A public appeal aimed to raise £100,000, and to this the federal government led
by Prime Minister Robert Menzies had agreed to add £1 for every £3 raised. State
governments also contributed small amounts, and by 1955 the Trust had £120,000
available to commence its activities. Milne notes that the significance of this was that it
“effectively marked the beginning of subsidised theatre in Australia” (ibid). The Festival’s
first theatre presentation which was sponsored by the Elizabethan Theatre Trust was an
adaptation of Euripides’ Medea by Robinson Jeffers and starring “Australia’s own Judith
Anderson” (as AJ Reid put it in the foreword to the Festival of Perth’s 1956 Program).
This was the first in a long-standing relationship between the two arts organisations,
which made the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust key stakeholders and co-producers
of many theatre pieces commissioned over the years by and for the Festival.
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Secondly, 1956 also marked the founding of the National Theatre Company, with the
merger of the Company of Four and the Perth Repertory Club. Together “they were
responsible for the building of the Playhouse Theatre in Pier Street on land leased from
the Anglican Church for that purpose in 1953” (Gregory, 2003, p. 66). The start of building
work on the future Playhouse theatre commenced in 1956, and the new company lost its
amateur status in 1960. These were great leaps forward in the creation of a professional
performing arts company in WA, and a building in which to house it, providing the Festival
with a new, local supplier and venue. For the 1956 Festival, the companies performed
Miles Malleson’s adaptation of Moliere’s The Prodigious Snob, and Phillip Barry’s awardwinning The Philadelphia Story. In his book, Campus at Crawley (1963) Fred Alexander
acknowledged the Festival’s role in the creation of this new cultural venture and the new
venue, as follows:
[from the] policy sponsored and financed by the Adult Education Board of encouraging
intermittent professional repertory productions in His Majesty’s Theatre…and elsewhere
during the first half of the fifties, … combined with other influences outside the University,
came the National Theatre (Inc.) and its £65,000 building, The Playhouse, [which] opened
on 22 August 1956. (p. 691)

In this year, there were other major developments in the creation of a performing arts
infrastructure for Perth. 1956 also saw opening of a new orchestral shell in the Supreme
Court Gardens, funded by Perth City Council. The city council was becoming an
important stakeholder of the Festival, in this case as a venue supplier. The Festival made
good use of this new orchestral shell immediately, presenting the official opening concert
on 22 January.

Figure: Western Command Band at the Jubilee Orchestral Shell is not available in this version of the thesis

Western Command Band at the Jubilee Orchestral Shell,
Supreme Court Gardens, 1967
Courtesy Battye Library, 342259PD
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Visual arts were represented by an open-air art exhibition, also in the Supreme Court
Gardens. It was organised by Laurie Thomas, Director of the Western Australian Art
Gallery, and sponsored by The Sunday Times newspaper. All works entered were
included. To accompany the exhibition, there was a series of lunchtime talks and evening
art demonstrations from 8-10pm by artists such as Guy Grey-Smith, Robert Juniper
and Elizabeth Durack. Circulating around the exhibition were artists who would make
“charcoal drawings of visitors … fast sketches and caricatures” (Festival of Perth, 1956a,
pp. 7-9 [Art Exhibition Catalogue]) to entertain the audience.
As well as this free exhibition, the Festival made itself more accessible to a wider audience
by holding a procession through the city streets. Organised by Perth City Council, it was
billed as “one of the greatest float processions ever seen in the history of the city” (WA
Government Tourist Bureau, 1956, p. Festival of Perth Calendar entry for 6 February).
The Festival also entered into an arrangement with Aztec Services, a company founded
by Sydney promoter and producer Kenn Brodziak in 1946, with the aim of bringing
international stars and shows to Australia (Philip, Currency Press, 1995, pp.104-105).
Aztec Services presented Water Follies at King’s Park tennis club from 9-17 March. This
displayed a willingness by the Festival organisers to enter into commercial contracts
with a new stakeholder who might only impact the Festival’s program for a single year,
so the relationship with this type of co-producer was convenient and seasonal. Water
Follies aquacade featured singing stars, water ballet, synchronized swimming, diving
champions, a ballerina and Eddie Rose, billed as the world’s greatest water comedian.
Ticket prices started at £1/1/- (Festival of Perth, 1956b). Birman notes that it: “resulted
in … large audiences and equally large profit to the promoters and the Festival … [and]
was the forerunner of many such arrangements with other promoters in the years to
come” (Birman, 1980, p. 21). The free exhibition, the Water Follies collaboration (both
held in parks), and the street procession, were all more populist offerings than had been
seen in previous Festivals.
The idea of using the Festival to introduce Western Australian audiences to different
Asian cultures through performances and presentations appears to have come about
very early in the Festival’s history. Birman wrote that as early as 1956 the Festival
committee sought a “furtherance of its policy of maintaining a cultural link with our Asian
neighbours” (Birman, 1980, p. 23). It acted on this policy and presented the Classical
Theatre of China at the Capitol Theatre from 9-12 January, 1956. The Perth Season was
a continuation of the company’s first ever tour outside China itself, the company already
having travelled to Britain, Europe and New Zealand, and selections from Peking Opera
and folk dances were performed.
The result of all these initiatives was threefold. Firstly, the 1956 Festival attracted an
audience of 100,000; secondly, the University Senate accepted a recommendation that
‘surpluses from each Festival [be] placed in a special account and…such surpluses be
invested, with the accruing interest made available to the Festival” (Birman, 1980, p.
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23); and thirdly, Festival subcommittees in planning, publicity, music and drama were
established, to help widen the program’s scope.
Having put in place many of the arrangements for the 1957 Festival, including gaining
the Festival’s first monetary grant from Perth City Council, Birman left the Festival in this
buoyant state to go to Europe on study leave in November 1956, having been appointed
Deputy Director of Adult Education. Fred Alexander once again took over management
of the Festival in a caretaker role.
Birman had put together a program which included Asian and Australian work. In the
performing arts, and following the previous year’s presentation by the Classical Theatre
of China, the link with Asian companies was strengthened with the inclusion of a Manipuri
troupe, the Star Dancers of India. An innovation was the multi-arts initiative, the ‘Festival
of Australian Arts’, combining visual arts, music, writing and radio broadcasting. It was
based around an exhibition of Australian painting from 1869-1956 at Perth Art Gallery.
This exhibition was made up of paintings from the state collection alongside a travelling
exhibition from the National Galleries of Australia, and was a survey show which included
several contemporary works as well as historical paintings. This was combined with
concerts of Australian music presented by the ABC in co-operation with the Music
Council of WA, and included Moneta Eagles Sonatina for Piano, which won the 1954
ABC-APRA composers’ contest for a piano work. The literati were in on the act too with
the Fellowship of Australian Writers (WA Section) offering an event in which to Meet your
own writers, which was held nightly at 8.15pm.
One of the Meet your own writers events fed into another new Festival experiment, that
of radio broadcasts of Festival productions on ABC. These broadcasts included a talk
on radio drama, one on Tom Collins, the play Sub-Editor’s Room by Leslie Rees, as well
as the reading of works of Western Australian authors in the same format as Meet your
own writers events. With this, the Festival’s program was enhanced with the inclusion of
the genres of literature and radio plays, presented in a highly accessible form through the
medium of radio, and it also showed a strong level of support for local authors.
In early 1957, Hew Roberts was appointed Director of Adult Education. With Birman still
on study leave, Roberts became responsible for planning the 1958 Festival and took over
the role from Alexander. In his self-written article, Birman was reserved in his assessment
of Roberts’s planning of the 1958 Festival program, merely stating that: “Not unnaturally,
the combined tasks of the new officer, notwithstanding the sub-committees’ system,
resulted in a 1958 Festival somewhat curtailed in scope and arrangements” (Birman,
1980, p. 24). In his oral history interview, however, Birman was less magnanimous,
commenting that on:
my return to Perth I [found] out that the Festival of 1958 [was] being prepared on this
occasion by Hew Roberts following very much in the traditions of the previous Festival, but
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on a diminishing scale which I don’t blame Hew for that, because he was a completely new
chum to this idea. (M. Adams, 1981, p. 134)

In the visual arts, the 1958 Festival included an exhibition of Aboriginal artworks, The Art
of Arnhem, at the Western Australian Art Gallery, from December 1957–January 1958.
This exhibition of paintings and carved human figures was arranged by the anthropology
section of the University of Western Australia and the Western Australian Museum. The
catalogue had an introduction by anthropologists Ronald and Catherine Berndt, which
was very detailed in its descriptions of the history of the collection, the aesthetics, style
and techniques used to create the artworks, and the relationship of Aboriginal art to
social life. A full catalogue of artists and their works, including interpretative explanations
of many of the works followed (Berndt, 1957).
The Festival once again branched out from the University and made use of other locations.
The Zoological Gardens were the venue for a Festival of West Australian Paintings as
well as a Homes Exhibition and Trade Fair. Trade fair exhibitors ranged from government
organisations such as the Department of Lands and Surveys, to a recruiting stall for
‘Australia’s Fighting Forces’, and Masters Dairy. In addition, the zoo was the setting for the
production of Rathbone’s The Pied Piper of Hamelin, conducted by Edgar Nottage.
The increased use of venues outside the University campus reflected the idea that
the community would be more supportive of the Festival if there was less of a link to
the University. This idea was not just confined to audiences and the general public,
but was also prevalent in terms of public and private funding support. “There was a
feeling in both the business world as well as local government circles that the University
was a well-endowed institution that needed little help or financial support in its Festival
activities,” noted Birman (1980, p. 24). However, from the University’s point of view, it
had financed and underwritten six Festivals which had now become an expected part of
Perth’s cultural calendar, and it was seen as a pathway for the delivery of the University’s
community activities. Writing in Campus at Crawley (which was first published in 1963
to commemorate the first fifty years of UWA), Alexander started his chapter on ‘Adult
Education and Community Contacts’ with the following commentary:
The importance for the University of close community contacts, metropolitan and rural, was
never entirely absent from the minds of its senior members, lay or academic. At no time
during the first half century, however, was a formally organised expression of this felt need
fully effective, whether through an extension board, a workers’ educational association
and joint tutorial classes committee or an adult education board. Until some ten years after
the second world war, moreover, the University’s official extramural activities fluctuated
considerably in their organisational form … at times they met with apathy if not hostility, on
as well as off the campus, and they were conducted throughout with pitifully inadequate
resources. (Alexander, 1963, p. 649)

The aspirations to have a close connection with WA community members who were not
staff or students of the University had clearly been a desire of the University for many
years. Like many ideals, this grand plan was not fully realised, partly because of the lack of
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funds and other resources required to make them a reality, until the Festival had become
established within the wider community, which it had started to achieve by the late 1950s.
In 1958, with Birman’s return from study leave, there began a tussle between Roberts
and Birman over the role of Festival Director and the use of extension service staff. In July
of that year, the Festival Committee agreed that Roberts, as Director of Adult Education,
should be made a member of the Festival Committee and concentrate on organising the
summer school, and that Birman should be appointed as the Festival’s Executive Officer
for 1959 and 1960.
Planning for the 1959 Festival commenced late, but nevertheless the program included
the controversial offering of James Penberthy and Mary Durack’s Dalgerie, an operatic
tale of the love between a white man and an Aboriginal girl (see Plate 3). The radical
subject matter (Indigenous people were not considered to be Australian citizens until
1967), the outback setting and local content for this opera were major developments in
the creation of West Australian-based theatrical narrative. The production also received
£2,000 from the Perth City Council, which was part of a £4,800 grant given to the
Festival by the council. It also received support from the Australian Elizabethan Theatre
Trust, which had agreed to cover any losses on the production of over £1,000, but since
the actual deficit was £500, these losses had to be covered by the Festival (King, 1960,
p. 5). Dalgerie was presented alongside Pagliacci at the Somerville Auditorium. The
Graduate Dramatic Society put on Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, and the National
Theatre Company presented Moliere’s The Misanthrope. Music contributions came from
a collaboration between the ABC and the WA Symphony Orchestra, with a presentation
of three Beethoven concerts conducted by Sir Bernard Heinze.
The Development of a Film Festival Audience
It was also in 1959 that the international film festival came into its own, and this remains
a key Festival genre to this day (2011). In 1959, the films shown included Jean Boyer’s
The Virtuous Isidor, Jacques Tati’s M. Hulot’s Holiday, a version of Othello presented
in Russian and directed by Sergei Yutkevich, and Federico Fellini’s La Strada (Birman,
1980, p. 25). There are differing opinions on whether the screenings of films in languages
other than English were successful in the beginning.
Birman claimed to have first brought non-English speaking films to the Perth audience
as early as 1949, commencing with The Pastoral Symphony at the Capitol Theatre,
followed by Les Enfants du Paradis, both of which attracted an audience. In the oral
history interview conducted by Adams, Birman notes that the films were successful
moneymakers (M. Adams, 1981, p. 85). O’Regan, however, states that:
Birman vividly recalls the screening of Pastoral Symphony … the many people who flocked to
see it and their complaints about the foreign language and subtitles. These film screenings were
not an automatic success. Their potential audience was so conditioned to Hollywood films,
which were diametrically different from the foreign films, that a lot of patience and persistence
were required to break down its resistance to the foreign films. Birman recalls there being a
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Plate 3 - Dalgerie, its inception and reception
Mary Durack wrote ‘About Dalgerie’ in the Pagliacci and Dalgerie Souvenir Programme:
In response to James Penberthy’s request for an Australian operatic theme I have
written the libretto of the opera Dalgerie around the love story from my novel
Keep Him My Country. Mr John Birman, Executive Officer of the Festival of Perth
Committee, pressed for its inclusion in the 1959 Festival of Perth programme.
The ABC supported him and agreed to make available its orchestra and resident
conductor. Further essential co-operation came from Sydney when the Elizabethan
Theatre Trust provided the services of the distinguished producer Stefan Haag. Mr
Middleton and officers of the Native Welfare Department gave support to the inclusion
in the cast of members of the Allawah Grove community, and artist Elizabeth Durack
brought her intimate knowledge of the North Australian scene and its people to the
designing of costumes and stage set.
Dalgerie will no doubt cause some speculation and controversy. Is the operatic
medium suitable to the Australian scene? The composer and others feel strongly
that it is, but that new musical idioms are necessary to deal with an environment so
far removed from the European conception of conventional opera. It seems fitting
that this major attempt in the field of opera should be concerned largely with the first
people of the land who express in song every aspect of their lives. The greater part of
the music is based on a simple Aboriginal chant theme. The orchestra picks up the
throbbing base of the Didgeridoo, the boding moan of the bullroarers, the rhythmic
tapping of the hard-wood sticks, the shouts, falsetto cries and thudding tread of
native song and dance.
How credible is this story of romantic love between a white man and an Aboriginal girl?
More typical, certainly, is the situation in which the black woman is taken and discarded
at the white man’s convenience, but although the hero of this story is not typical, he is
not unique. Loneliness, propinquity and the practised seductiveness of a comely native
girl combine to bring about an attachment of unusual intensity. Dalgerie, realising the
impossibility of a lasting relationship in this life, “sings,” or casts a spell upon, her lover.
She calls upon her country, of which, in native belief, she is an integral part, to “keep”
him so that they may be together in the “Dreaming,” that timeless and impalpable world
in which, according to their law, the Aboriginal people exist everlastingly. Only in her
terror of impending doom does Dalgerie impulsively defy the lore of her people. Forced
to participate in the fertility dance of her tribe, her sudden refusal of her ritual lover
brings upon her the curse of the serpent spirit with whom henceforth she must wander
in banishment. Stan goes in search of her, but when told that she has died, he returns
to his station to become hardened with the years, sceptical of his youthful infatuation,
until the moment when she returns to him to die.
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The opera Dalgerie embraces not only the conventional tragedy of ill-starred love, but
the tragedy of a people caught in a half-world between the powerful mysticism of the
black man’s “Dreaming” and the pressing material values of the white man’s Here and
Now.(Durack, 1959, p. 11)
The production was reviewed in the Sydney-based journal The Bulletin:
The Festival of Perth’s opera season opened at the Somerville Auditorium with the
world premiere of Westralia’s first opera, Dalgerie … Conducted by Stefan Haag,
with haunting offstage choruses led by John Farnsworth Hall, Penberthy’s music
powerfully expressed the moving quality of the story and the lonely vastness of its
setting. Joy Mammen, as Dalgerie, caught the heroine’s tragedy in every note; and
Elizabeth Durack’s décor – stark corrugated-iron, rocks, pandanus trees and sagging
fence – was harshly evocative.(The Bulletin, 1959, pp. 24-25)
The reviewer may well have been Henrietta Drake-Brockman, as she later wrote about her
disappointment on hearing that the production was not going to tour:
As WA drama critic of The Bulletin at that time, I wrote: “It is excellent that the
Elizabethan Theatre Trust has obtained the rights to Dalgerie and proposes to foster
world interest in it.” Or so the trust had informed the composer. An option was
certainly taken; and on three separate occasions, in Brisbane, Hobart and Sydney,
tentative arrangements for productions were put in hand. In Perth this opera was a
popular success. At the end of the season, after consultation with Mr Haag and other
musical authorities, the composer lengthened and otherwise improved the score. Mr
Penberthy’s music was acknowledged to have originality and haunting beauty … Dr
Coombe’s (chairman of the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust) reported remarks
[were] Dalgerie is as contemporary as Menotti’s The Consul. The people of Perth
have not yet forgotten either of them, or Mr Haag’s brilliant handling of both.(DrakeBrockman, 1964, p. 6)
In an interview conducted in 1981, Birman later recounted the relationship which formed
between himself, and the Festival as an organisation, with James Penberthy on account of
the Festival’s support and the inclusion of Dalgerie in the 1959 program:
Penberthy, who was one of the most vociferous critics, in another stage one day
some years later when I was able to produce his opera Dalgerie … became a
lifelong friend of the Festival and my personal friend too. He felt that I was able to do
something for him that no other organisation in Australia did.
(M. Adams, 1981, p. 173)
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‘physical difficulty’ involved in getting people to accept sub-titles. Audiences did not like them
and nor did they like the sound of a foreign language. (O’Regan, n.d., pp. 1-2)

Historian Jenny Gregory also notes that, five years later, “The advent of foreign films at
the Liberty Theatre from 1954 was another important marker of cultural sophistication”
(Gregory, 2003, p. 67). The Liberty Theatre owner, Lionel Hart, screened old American
films and foreign films for a film society audience which met there on a Sunday night
(O’Regan, n.d., p. 4), catering for viewers who wanted something different to the usual
Hollywood fare.
It would appear that an audience for foreign-language films was being cultivated in
Perth during the 1950s, enabling Birman to claim later that the film screenings at the
1959 Festival of Perth met with “an instant and successful response from the public”
(Birman, 1980, p. 25). One of the reasons for the success of the international films
may have been because they catered for an available audience of new migrants,
although Western Australia had been a culturally diverse state for over a century. Early
waves of migration coincided with the gold rushes; Chinese gold miners had arrived
in the 1850s and 1860s, and people from Australia’s eastern colonies and southern
Europe had migrated in the 1890s. During World War II, the Australian government
recognised the need to ‘populate or perish’, and in 1944 it set about working with
the British government on a program for assisted migration. As a result, the first postWar migrants, who were mainly Britons and Polish ex-servicemen, arrived in Western
Australia in 1947. In 1948 and 1952, displaced persons from Europe arrived in Western
Australia, with people travelling from Italy, the Netherlands, Germany and the former
Yugoslavia (Curtin University - John Curtin Prime Ministerial Library). Milne also recalled,
from personal memory, that there were two other categories of film festival audience at
this time, “émigré university academics and their families and friends and many cultured
members of the Perth Jewish community” (Milne, Personal Correspondence, 2012).
Post-War migration to Perth meant that there was a cohort of people keen to see films
in their original languages which represented an aspect of their cultural heritage.
Regardless of whether there was the public demand for foreign-language films, or a
distrust of non-English speaking films, during the 1950s, it was through his personal
interest in cinema that Birman instigated what was to become the film festival element
of the Festival of Perth. It got off the ground in the years 1954-1958, becoming fully
fledged in 1959. Birman readily acknowledges his contribution to the advancement of
cinema screenings in Western Australia: “All this started, this film situation, for which
as I said, unashamedly, I take credit for that one, developed that one very well. And
it’s certain the need was there” (M. Adams, 1981, p. 87). The film festival became an
accepted part of the Festival in the same year that Perth audiences were first able to
watch television broadcasts, three years after television had first been seen in Australia.
1960 - 1964
The 1960 Festival of Perth saw the introduction of a regional theatre company, when the
Goldfields Repertory Club presented A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The WA Symphony
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Orchestra played three concerts, the Australian Boys’ Choir two, and the WA Band
Association present the Combined Brass Bands concert in the Supreme Court Gardens.
English pianist Moura Lympany, then based in New York, was invited to perform as part of
the Festival’s program, and played solo recitals and performed with the ABC orchestra in
concerts which made a profit. 1960 was also the year in which the first biennial Adelaide
Festival was held. This was to be the first serious rival to the Festival of Perth in Australia,
and was later to become an avenue for collaboration and co-operation.
The ninth Festival of 1961 saw the introduction of jazz to the Festival’s program, with
the Australian Bryce Rhode Quartet playing two nights at the Somerville Auditorium.
Melburnian conductor Sir Bernard Heinze conducted three concerts which featured guest
Soviet pianist Tatyana Nikolayeva playing concertos by Tchaikovsky and Mozart, and also
her own composition. In music and dance, there was an unusual collaboration between
the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust and the ABC orchestra, resulting in a performance
by the local Linley Wilson Ballet company to the music of Engelbert Humperdinck’s opera
Hansel and Gretel. The notable piece in the theatre program was also a collaborative work;
director Colin Ballantyne from Adelaide worked with fellow South Australian, the poet Max
Harris, to produce a version of Karel and Josef Capek’s Insect Play ’61.
The overall costs of staging the 1961 Festival were £35,000 (Travicich, 1964, p. 5). Grant
income came in the form of contributions from the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust
and Perth City Council of £4,800 each, and the state government gave its first grant to
the Festival to the tune of £2,000. The accumulated surplus at the end of the year was
£16,000 (Birman, 1980, p. 27. Note that Birman quoted these amounts in dollars, but
this is thought to be due to the limitations of the journal’s typeface in 1980). The Festival
was building up its reserves year-on-year, but Birman was aware of the need to keep
expanding the Festival program and restrict expenditure at the same time.
In 1961 the Festival also finally managed to break its tenuous links with the Workers’
Educational Association. The Workers’ Educational Association had been set up in
1913, in the University’s year of foundation, and it was based on the left-wing British
organisation of the same name. A provisional committee was formed which had strong
links to the University, as it was believed that the introduction of the Workers’ Educational
Association would “no doubt increasingly in the future lighten the load of the University
Extension Board” (Alexander, 1963, pp. 650-651). The start of the First World War
disrupted the proposed activities of the Workers’ Educational Association, and lack of
state government support and adequate funding meant that it never really flourished in
WA as it did in other states, although it limped on throughout the 1920s. In 1928, the
University agreed that “two members appointed by the Senate on the nomination of the
Australian Labour Federation” (ibid, p. 661) would be appointed to what was then the
Joint Committee, which went on to become the Adult Education Board in 1933. As the
years went on, “the retention of the historic nominating procedure became more of an
embarrassment than an advantage” (ibid, p. 661), and the right of the State Executive of
the Australian Labor Party to nominate members on to a University board was resented,
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understandably, by members of other political parties. As the Festival of Perth was one
of the most publicised and successful elements of the Adult Education Board’s activities,
its connection to the Labor movement, however tenuous or ‘embarrassing’, must have
had some influence on aspects of program choice. The Festival’s link to the Workers’
Educational Association did not appear to be a strong one, but it must nevertheless have
been a relief to the Festival’s Director when the University restructured the committee to
make it apolitical, and the lingering attachment to the Workers’ Educational Association
was finally severed (M. Adams, 1981, p. 152).
The tenth year of the Festival coincided with Perth hosting the 1962 Empire and
Commonwealth Games. The Games were able to be held in Perth because of upgrades
to the city’s transport infrastructure, such as the completion of the Narrows Bridge, a
new passenger terminal at Fremantle port, and the improvement of Perth airport and
runway to international standards. With regard to the preparations for the 1962 Festival
and possibly working with the second biennial Adelaide Festival, Birman noted that:
Preliminary investigations regarding the 1962 Festival revealed that the ever-escalating
costs of international and internal travel would become a serious handicap in presenting
performances by artists from overseas and interstate. It was thought, therefore, that
some form of collaboration with the Adelaide Festival might mitigate such costs without
influencing attendances at either festival due to the geographical situation of the two cities.
Informal approaches to Adelaide revealed not only a lack of interest in, but almost some
hostility towards, such a plan. … One could not help feeling that Adelaide saw itself as the
new Australian Edinburgh at that stage. (Birman, 1980, pp. 27-28)

The main highlight of the program that year was the appearance of Vivien Leigh in
Twelfth Night, presented by the Old Vic Company and directed by Robert Helpmann.
Attendances at 1962 Festival events were estimated to be 87,369 (Alexander, 1963, p.
703). The Festival’s total surplus, accumulated over the first ten years of its existence,
was £22,000 (Birman, 1980, p. 28. Again, note that the amount is quoted in Birman’s
article as dollars, and this has been amended by this author to pounds).
During these years, Birman was organising the Festival almost single-handedly,
supported by just one additional staff member working with him during the Festival
period, as well as by the Festival committee and its sub-committees. It wasn’t until
the 1963 Festival that the University agreed to a post to assist the Festival’s Executive
Director, and Englishman Stanley Brown was appointed, initially on a temporary basis
(Birman, 1980, p. 31). Ian Channell took over from Stanley Brown for the 1964 Festival
(Birman, 1981, p. 48). Channell was initially appointed by Hew Roberts, whom he had
met in England, as a tutor and organiser of community arts, and he was seconded to
help Birman in his preparations for the Festival (M. Adams, 1981, p. 159).
1963 saw interesting developments in the fields of sponsorship, fundraising and audience
development. This year saw the commencement of selling so-called ‘prestige advertising’
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space in the Festival program. TV company Channel 7 agreed to underwrite the costs of
two jazz groups touring from the eastern states, as well as offering a contra-advertising
deal worth $5,000. Birman wrote that: “In return, Channel 7 was permitted to take shots of
various other Festival presentations from which a one-hour composite programme could
be made for transmission in Western Australia and in the eastern states” (Birman, 1980,
p. 30). Channel 7, as a relative newcomer to the leisure and cultural industries, gained a
valuable association with what was by now an established annual, cultural event.
The program warranted the media interest as it featured national and international ballet.
The Australian Ballet Company made its debut at the Festival in 1963, presenting a
series which included Swan Lake and Les Sylphides at His Majesty’s Theatre. The
Chitrasena Ballet Company from Ceylon performed at the Somerville Auditorium. There
was a varied music program, encompassing religious music, chamber music, a solo
recital and jazz. The 146 performances attracted an audience of over 100,000, and box
office takings were approximately £130,000. (As per figures for 1961, Birman notes this
is “a phenomenal amount of $130,000” (Birman, 1980. p.31), but as the decimal currency
was not adopted in Australia until February 1966, it is believed that the amount should be
listed in pounds, not dollars). In addition, to help raise funds local councils were asked to
contribute to the Festival by purchasing tickets for Festival performances, to give away
to seniors or other suitable groups. This gave the Festival guaranteed revenue whilst
at the same time encouraging people who might not normally attend arts and cultural
events.
The money was either donated or an equivalent number of tickets were sold to the
contributor to be resold or given to the general public. An example of the response on the
part of various Shire Councils is Melville and Subiaco bought two hundred pounds worth
of tickets, Mosman Park one hundred pounds and Peppermint Grove twenty-five pounds.
(Travicich, 1964, pp. 4-5)

The Festival was clearly trying to expand its audience and extend its geographical reach,
but it is notable that it was reaching out to the neighbouring western suburbs of Perth
which were in close proximity to the UWA campus.
After its first decade, the Festival of Perth was in a strong position. It had proved that
it could keep expanding artistically, through the combination of locally commissioned
work and the inclusion of national and international touring performances. As a result of
this strong programming it could attract audiences and keep afloat financially. It was no
longer reliant on box office takings and the support of UWA, but had started to embrace
commercial partners, business sponsors and multiple public funding sources.
The growing Festival needed an expanded committee to help secure acts from all the
cultural fields, and by 1964 there were thirteen members of the Festival of Perth committee,
up from ten in 1957 (Travicich, 1964, p. 6). More venues were also needed to house
the performances, and 1964 saw the important addition of the New Fortune theatre to
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UWA’s venues, a project which had been put forward by Allen Edwards, who was then
the Professor of English. He “persuaded the architects of the new Arts building to create
a courtyard between the buildings that could be turned into a replica of a Renaissance
theatre” (UWA, 2007, p. 24). The production which opened the New Fortune Theatre took
place on 29 January, and was the University Dramatic Society’s Hamlet, directed by UWA
English lecturer Jeana Bradley for the 1964 Festival. It was apt that Jeana Bradley directed
the first production of Shakespeare in the New Fortune Theatre, as she had directed the
Festival’s first Shakespeare play in the Sunken Garden on the UWA campus, a production
of A Midsummer Night’s Dream for the inaugural Festival in 1953 (UWA, 2007, p. 25). Vicechancellor Prescott, in the program notes for opening of New Fortune Theatre, stated:
It is very fitting that the first production in the New Fortune Theatre should be a public
performance. This is, I am sure, symbolic of the active part the University plays in the
cultural life of Western Australia. I hope that we may long continue to make this kind of
contribution to the intellectual life of the community we serve. (Birman, 1981, p. 47)

With this statement, Prescott reinforced that the University’s focus was not just on the
students, its direct customers and audience, but that the University saw itself as having a
much wider role in the community, and that it sought to serve it. The Festival of Perth was
one of the main conduits that the University made use of to put into effect its contribution
to both the intellectual and cultural life of the city and state.
Also in 1964, the Black Theatre of Prague, led by Artistic Director Jiri Srnec, performed
at the Playhouse Theatre from 16-29 January, before going on to appear at the Adelaide
Festival. Birman claimed that the Black Theatre of Prague was “the first European
company to visit Perth since the war” (Birman, 1981, p. 48), which demonstrated that
the Festival was prepared to schedule more contemporary work into its program and
also that its reputation was growing amongst the theatre community overseas.
One of the most commented on events of the 1964 Festival was the Australian Elizabethan
Theatre Trust’s decision to cancel their production of Henry V and replace it with The
Devils (M. Adams, 1981, p. 163). The alternative production was able to be staged due
to a new relationship which had been forged with the Adelaide Festival. Founded in
1960, the Adelaide Festival was not a competitor to the Festival of Perth, mainly due to
the geographical distance between the two cities. The initial hostility noted by Birman
in 1962 seems to have lessened, and following a visit by the Adelaide Festival’s Public
Relations Officer George Farwell in 1963, there was the understanding that the two
festivals could collaborate and become co-producers. The Devils was the first of many
shared productions between the festivals, and it was the start of a mutual, informal
agreement between them that was designed to keep down the costs of commissioning
works and transporting foreign companies to Australia.
The Devils, written by John Whiting (adapted from the book The Devils of Loudun by
Aldous Huxley) and directed by Edgar Metcalfe, caused a stir when it played at the
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Playhouse Theatre from 19-29 February, because of the suggestions it was pornographic
and anti-Catholicism (see Plate 4). John Birman later surmised that it:
probably antagonised a certain section of the community [and] could have had a
detrimental effect on some of the attendances….Especially when [there was] a vigorous
public campaign that the Festival Committee is producing plays which are bad for the
community. (M. Adams, 1981, p. 163)

This likely explains why attendances for the 1964 Festival dropped back to 93,000, from
over 100,000 the year previously. Although the Festival was leading the way with this
risqué theatre-piece, the indication is that some Perth-based critics and the audience
were still quite conservative. In spite of the Festival’s aim of bringing contemporary work
to a Perth audience, it is clear that some sections of the audience were not yet ready for
it. The Festival was pushing the boundaries of what was acceptable in the field of drama,
but the consequence of this risk-taking and innovation was a decline in attendance
numbers which must have had a negative impact on box-office takings.
During the early years of the 1960s, the Festival had brought several more stakeholders
on board, and had embedded itself in the fabric of Western Australia’s society. The
University of Western Australia was still the main owner and facilitator of the Festival, but
the growing Festival required greater grant income. Grants had been provided by the
Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust, the state government, the Perth City Council and
other local, western suburbs councils who participated in the ticket-buying scheme. The
Festival was able to gain modest financial support from state and local government in
recognition of the value it was perceived to offer the community by these organisations.
After twelve annual festivals had been held, the Festival of Perth had created a wide
network of supporters, both nationally and locally, who had the power to contribute
funding to continue the future growth and further establishment of the Festival as a Perth
institution.
There was also an increasing number of internal stakeholders within the Festival as
an organising body. As well as the advice and practical support provided by the Adult
Education Board and the Festival’s committees, Birman had the assistance of an
additional staff member from 1963, Stanley Brown, and Ian Channell from 1964. The
Festival’s growth can be charted by the increasing staff resources required to run a
program which expanded annually and involved more stakeholders providing input into
the Festival. Another clear indicator of growth is the increase in audience numbers - from
28,991 in 1953 to an estimated 100,000 plus in 1963 (reducing to 93,000 in 1964). It
was no longer made up of summer school students and dedicated arts lovers hungry
for international entertainment, but had expanded to include an audience cultivated for
and by the Festival itself.
1965
Birman went on a second bout of study leave and visited the USA, and Ian Channell
took over the temporary directorship of the Festival for 1965. The foreword to the 1965
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Plate 4: Was Perth ready for The Devils in 1964?
There was confusion in the pages of The West Australian surrounding the suitability of
The Devils for Perth audiences. Critic F.B. Moroney started by writing:
After seeing The Devils at the Playhouse tonight the ordinary theatregoer will probably
ask himself what all the fuss was about. In the raw form the play is undoubtedly
pornographic. But how much of this will cross the footlights will depend mainly on
producer Edgar Metcalfe’s handling of stage directions, such as one that calls for
bewitched nun to perform in an extremely lewd way during a public exorcism of evil
spirits. Certainly The Devils is not a vehicle for pornography for its own sake. Nor does
it seem to the layman to be anti-religious or aimed specifically at the Roman Catholic
Church. It deals with the lasciviousness of a small-town priest and with the cynicism
and fanaticism of his devil-baiting brother in their efforts to destroy him. To achieve their
object they capitalise on the libido of a nunnery to convict him of witchcraft. It is they
who emerge as The Devils in the end. These things have a place in history and it is hard
to see how their dramatisation could gravely offend Roman Catholics in the community.
These skeletons, like so many others, have been whitened and sterilised with time.
Nevertheless it is questionable whether The Devils was a proper choice for the
Festival of Perth. Its main theme is the fashionable one, that out of the filth and
sordidness man can rise to approach a little closer to God….This is not a great play,
but it is certainly a very good one. In London or New York it would be desirable to
show it in the interests of cultural discourse and appreciation. But does the same
argument hold good here? Its fascination is in the challenge it provides for sensitive
production to avoid crude offence. Yet that also is the main argument against its
choice. For instance, one section where a priest takes over the torture of Grandier
will be deleted from tonight’s performance, and the nun’s lines have been heavily
cut. This suggests that in a small community such as Perth the play could not be
produced in its intended form without upsetting a major section of the community.
And that destroys much of the cultural argument for selecting it. Though it may
become a memorable and satisfying production in Mr Metcalfe’s hands, it is hard
to escape the feeling that there are other very good plays which could have been
chosen – without having censorship of the playwright to reduce the risk of offence.
(Moroney, 1964, p. 5)
This is followed up by Katharine Brisbane’s review in the newspaper the next day:
Well, at last we have seen it. The Elizabethan Theatre Trust’s 11th-hour contribution
to the Festival of Perth, the controversial The Devils was presented at the Playhouse
on Wednesday night. And on the whole, I would rather have seen it than not. John
Whiting’s play is a fascinating piece of theatre. Its multiple scenes piece together
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in a kind of stained-glass jigsaw puzzle and under Edgar Metcalfe’s expert
production become a very beautiful moving picture. It is also, of necessity, a
rather depressing picture.
…the alleged pornography which is only incidental illustration to the main
theme, further cut by Mr Metcalfe, will offend very few. This production of The
Devils is full of good things. It has many excellent performances, including
those by the theatre’s new contract players Judy Wilson, as Sister Jeanne,
and James Beattie as the exorciser, Father Barrie. Mr Metcalfe himself gave
two wonderfully witty performances as the bishop and the Prince de Conde.
And with Neil Hunsley’s extravagant costumes it make the multi-level picture
a great pleasure to watch. This must be the best and most stylishly directed
production at the Playhouse for years. (Brisbane, 1964, p. 14)
But as a footnote to this review, F.B. Moroney adds:
Part of the article on the suitability of The Devils as a Festival play was based
on incorrect information that deletions were to be made in the text. In fact, no
deletions were intended. This reinforces the broad conclusion that the play is
intrinsically unsuitable for the Festival. (Brisbane, 1964, p. 14)
In a letter to the editor, Ben Sainken defends the production:
The welter of words that has been cast about The Devils has caught the
theatregoing public in a web of indecision that has visibly affected the
houses….Those who decide to accept for themselves the dare that the devils
present will be rewarded with a veritable feast of theatre. (Hough, 2003, p. 43)

Festival program seemed to indicate a change in the priority given to local artists, as
it stated that the thirteenth annual Festival was “continuing the tradition of maximum
utilisation of local talent, together with imported celebrities … In the fields of music, ballet
and theatre it is this integration between the local and visiting artists which is the hallmark
of the Festival” (Festival of Perth, 1965, foreword).
This demonstrated a significant change in where the Festival had positioned itself with
the local arts sector, placing it ahead of the desire to bring foreign companies to Perth
audiences. There was, nevertheless, an emphasis on the two working side-by-side
within the Festival, to present a cultural combination which was unique for the Festival’s
duration. There was still the acknowledgement that what was available during Festival
time was somehow different and more advanced, due to the very nature of having local
and international artists and performers presenting work as part of the whole Festival
offering. It is unclear whether this new emphasis on productions by the local arts sector
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in the 1965 Festival was due to the temporary change of director, and the caretaker role
which Ian Channell had assumed at this time might have meant that it was difficult to
plan far enough ahead to bring international talent to Perth in this year.
The 1965 Festival was still firmly based on the UWA campus. A series of twelve concerts
billed as the Bach Festival of Music was held at Winthrop Hall, and the first Festival of
Perth promenade concert took place at the Somerville Auditorium on 13 January. Joan
Pope directed Australia’s Golden Age or Colonial Goose at the Sunken Garden, and
Othello was performed at the New Fortune Theatre. Again the Festival brokered new,
cutting-edge work, holding a Festival of Contemporary Twentieth Century Music, which
was described as being “artistically extremely successful” (M. Adams, 1981, p. 164), but
which did not generate an audience. The 1965 Festival lost money, but attendances rose
again to 108,000 (ibid).
Just when the expanding Festival was hungry for more venues, one of the theatres which
had been available, the 2,200-seat Capitol Theatre, was demolished in 1966. It was just
prior to this that in 1965:
the University arranged for yet another theatrical venue on campus in the form of the beautiful
Octagon Theatre.…Fortuitously the adviser on theatre design happened to be Sir Tyrone (Tony)
Guthrie, the Festival Committee having contributed to the cost of his fares from England. His
visit will long be remembered in university circles ... (and) a few days later, by which time the gin
stocks had been reduced to an alarmingly low level, Guthrie produced a sketch design for the
Octagon which won universal acclaim. A skilful architect did the rest. (Birman, 1981, p. 55)

The financial contribution of the Festival committee to bring Guthrie to Perth was a
proactive, and successful, attempt to lobby for more and better venues for the Festival’s
use (see Plate 5). It does show, however, that the focus was on bringing in outside
expertise to validate what the Perth arts community were trying to achieve.

Chapter 4 Reflections
Festival growth can be measured from 1956 onwards, when several new, strategic
stakeholders came on board. The University of Western Australia’s influence remained strong
in the areas of ownership, regulator and supplier, but there were now other commercial and
community organisations which had an impact on the Festival and its program.
One of the key achievements of Birman’s first decade in charge was the Festival’s part
in building on the limited arts infrastructure of Perth. The Festival was influential in terms
of its support for new physical infrastructure such as the Playhouse and Octagon theatres,
whereby it assisted in creating new suppliers and venues for the Festival itself, as well as
for the wider performing arts sector in Perth. It was also influential in its support of local
playwrights, actors and artists, as seen in the production of Dalgerie. As well as the local,
it embraced the regional (Goldfields Repertory Club), the national (particularly through
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Plate 5: Sir Tyrone Guthrie’s interesting take on the
Festival’s new venue
Extracts from a speech by Sir Tyrone Guthrie, broadcast on the ABC:
I have just spent a week in Perth as a guest of a combination of committees
connected with the University of Western Australia, and something called the
Festival of Perth. These people are silly, rash, irresponsible wretches – or so I
learned from important local sources, including the dramatic critic of ‘The West
Australian’ and those staunch guardians of public welfare ‘Disgusted’ and
‘Mother of Nine’.
And do you know what? They are proposing, if you please, to spend £124,000
of the taxpayers’ money for the purpose of … oh – I hardly bring myself … they
plan to build a theatre. Yes: did you ever!
That’s only the beginning. Instead of sending for the borough engineer who
put up that new public lavatory in Bumbleton … these people at the University
are proposing to waste money on an architect, and to have their theatre, what
they call ‘designed’ … these committees at the University of Western Australia
believe that a well designed small theatre can serve a practical purpose. This
belief rests upon the more general belief that theatre can be, and should be,
something more than frivolity.
At the University of Western Australia they think … that life in Perth is very sunny
and comfortable but … a wee bit boring – and a wee bit too materialistic. This
theatre, about the design of which we have been consulting, is one of many
ways in which many people all over Australia are trying to prevent a life which
is no longer hard and primitive from sinking into a quicksand of sun-drenched,
steak-fed vanity.
And that’s why out here in Perth it seems to me that they are taking a wise
step – not nearly bold enough really, it’s only quite a timid little step but you
must creep before you can run – in building a place better designed and
equipped than any of the makeshifts now in existence here, where teaching and
learning may take place in the neglected but not unimportant field of drama.
It is a pioneer step towards making the new, affluent, suburban Australia a
worthy monument to the courage and resource, the gaiety and slightly crazy
individualism of the old Australia. (Guthrie, 1965, pp. 1-4)

the long-standing, mutual stakeholder relationship it developed by partnering with the
Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust), and the international (The Black Theatre of Prague
and dance companies from Asia). The programs were no longer just limited to the musical
or theatre performances on the UWA campus, but there was a notable expansion in the
genres presented; from the spoken word to opera, and in media such as radio and film.
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The early 1960s saw more organisations enter into stakeholder relationships with the
Festival of Perth. The new technology of television introduced Channel 7 as a new
stakeholder in the fields of media (facilitator), and as an in-kind sponsor (supplier).
The Adelaide Festival, after a few teething troubles with the relationship, became a
collaborator and co-produced events which could then have a national significance
for audiences in two cities. The number of internal stakeholders had also increased,
with more paid staff and additional representatives from both arts and business sectors
drafted on to the committee to help run an expanded Festival. In these years, there was
also a definite move to expand the geographical boundaries of the Festival, and bring
in new audiences, and by doing so the Festival accepted the involvement of these new,
local stakeholders who would continue to have an impact on the Festival in different
ways for many years.
The programming decisions made during the first part of Birman’s directorship appear to
have been driven partly by Birman’s personal preferences. His interest in foreign film, his
support of dance companies from Asia, and the introduction of radio as a way of reaching
out to audiences, were all subjects dear to him. The new possibility of partnering with
the Adelaide Festival to share some of the costs also started to influence his program
choices. Even during the years when caretaker directors were in charge, it was Birman’s
program template which they followed to ensure that Perth audiences received the type
of Festival which lived up to the expectations Birman had created.
Birman’s programming also ensured that the Festival attracted different target audiences.
Events such as the procession through the city streets in 1956 had broad appeal and were
family-friendly. The introduction of opera and the inclusion of national and international
ballet and dance companies to the program would have appealed to artslovers looking
to expand their cultural experiences. The season of foreign-language films catered to
an audience of European immigrants. For those people who did not want to attend in
person, they were able to access some Festival productions through radio broadcasts on
the ABC. The idea of Festival productions having a dual entertainment and educational
purpose was maintained through activities such as the lunchtime talks and evening
art demonstrations which accompanied the 1956 open-air art exhibition. Even in these
relatively early years of the Festival’s history, its Director was making sure that it included
a variety of events to cater for different audience types.
By 1965, the Festival was attracting audiences and media interest, gaining grant funding
and generating financial surpluses. It had been acknowledged by UWA to be a central
part of the University’s commitment to the wider community. The Festival of Perth now
had greater significance than simply as a ‘home-grown’ festival, as regional, national and
international companies had been attracted to perform at it, and it had created its own
festival sub-genre in the film series. It was, however, still rooted in the Perth locale, and was
not designed to attract tourists to the city. The Festival was in a strong position to move
forward from the sound foundations which had been laid by Birman, and for its influence to
grow and the program to expand further in the coming years, as the next chapter shows.

70 ]

ANNE M RENNIE

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

Chapter Five

Bedding down the Festival

1966 - 1976

The start of the period from 1966-1976 was marked by Birman gaining managerial
responsibility for University of Western Australia’s Extension Service, of which the Festival
was the flagship event. These years saw the Festival strengthen its links with community
organisations, such as the ABC, and commercial business operations, such as the R&I
Bank. There was also increased co-operation with the Adelaide Festival, continued
promotion of the Asian cultures of the region, a growing awareness of the need to support
local productions, and also to present aspects of the Indigenous cultures of Australasia
as part of the program. Additional theatre and cultural spaces became available to the
Festival during this time: on campus, in the city, at Fremantle, and the Festival also made
more use of accessible venues. Birman was able to establish a routine for planning and
programming the Festival, uninterrupted by study leave or any other requirement for a
temporary director, which lasted until he directed his last Festival in 1976.

1966
The increasing workload created by a burgeoning Festival was recognised in 1966,
when the Adult Education Board was divided in two. One section of this organisation
retained the focus on adult education, and the other, the new Extension Service, had the
responsibility for organising the Festival. There was no longer any sharing of common
staff, or common offices. Birman headed up the Extension Service, whilst still retaining
the job title of Deputy Director of Adult Education, and moved to offices on the campus
at Crawley.
By the 1966 Festival, Birman, in his article, Festival of Perth: A Festival of the Arts
(1981, p. 50), wrote that the appointment of Max Lamshed as the Adelaide Festival
administrator led to far greater co-operation between the two major Australian festivals.
This followed on from the visit of the Adelaide Festival’s Public Relations Officer George
Farwell in 1963, and the subsequent productions in 1964. The sharing of some artists,
and therefore some costs, was starting to become a regular feature in biennial years.
This was a marked change from the attitude of four years previous, and opened up
new opportunities for bringing bigger or more expensive shows to Perth. One impact
of this was a significant increase in attendances “by fifty percent, from about a hundred
thousand to over a hundred and fifty thousand” (M. Adams, 1981, p. 171).
On the program that year, the ABC and UWA’s music department put on a series
of concerts based on the theme of the music of Britain, and the last concert at the
Capitol Theatre was the London Symphony Orchestra conducted by Istvan Kertesz.
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The New Zealand Opera Company performed Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess, with the
Maori members of the company appearing in a one-off concert at the Supreme Court
Gardens. The Athens Drama Company performed two works, and once again the
New Fortune Theatre was put to good use, with a production of Romeo and Juliet. In
the field of dance, the WA Ballet Company performed international folk dances, and
the Kalakshetra Dancers of Madras put on two works at the Somerville Auditorium,
sponsored by the Indian Government. External funding from a foreign government was
important to assist the Festival in pursuing its aim of bringing in performances by Asian
companies such as the Kalakshetra Dancers of Madras as, “Asian cultural events were
rarely box-office successes despite the high standard of performance. But the Festival
absorbed the losses and persisted with its policy” (Craig, 1988, p. 62).

Figure: Festival of Perth Programme Cover, 1970 is not available in this version of the thesis

Festival of Perth Programme Cover, 1970
Stevenson, Kinder & Scott Photograph Collection
Courtesy Battye Library, 342832D
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One of the major productions of 1966 was a Son et Lumiere event, entitled Western
Gateway, staged at the old Fremantle Asylum. Birman signalled that this lavish production
was key in saving the building from demolition and was the start of its transformation into
an arts centre (see Plate 6). It took many years, much lobbying, and the support of the
Fremantle mayor of the time, Sir Frederick Samson, to gain a reprieve for the building
and turn it into a cultural space. The Fremantle Arts Centre did not open for business
until the end of 1972. The buildings now have a permanent entry on the Register of
Heritage Places maintained by the Heritage Council of Western Australia, and it is still
operated as an arts centre and tourist attraction.
Having worked hard to create the Festival, maintain its momentum, and generate
audience attendances of 153,928 by the conclusion of the 1966 Festival, Birman
nevertheless came under increasing pressure from the Perth arts community and external
organisations. The Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust was pushing to have themed
festivals, in a similar vein to the Bach Festival of Music held in 1965. The Festival’s
sub-committees were all asking for increased money for their own particular artforms.
The local arts community were disgruntled at the perceived lack of support for local
producers. Birman later defended the inclusion or otherwise of local content, saying:
a lot of the local bodies felt that a festival should be the time when they ought to present
their wares. Now my attitude, for which I made myself awfully unpopular and I’m quite
certain that I have never made many friends because of that, but nevertheless I stuck
to my guns … local content is of paramount importance, but there is an obligation on
the part of local organisations, when they want to be in the Festival they must produce
presentations of a Festival standard, and not just a replica of what they do during the year
… Some of them felt that the Festival should be just a Father Christmas to them, under
any circumstances, and they would be the arbiters of what is good for the public. Well that
wasn’t on and we had a lot of acrimonious debates on that, and a lot of letters against me
especially because I was obviously the villain of the piece. (M. Adams, 1981, pp. 173-174)

This phenomenon was not just restricted to Perth. Peter Diamand, who was the Edinburgh
Festival Director from 1966 noted in the 1971 souvenir program brochure that:
…the Edinburgh Festival ‘came of age’ [in 1967]. … One way in which this was reflected
was the first appearance of Scottish Opera at the Festival. It proved there now existed a
home grown company fully qualified to compete with all other groups, foreign and British,
which during the first twenty years had contributed to the reputation of the [Edinburgh]
Festival. (Bruce, 1975, p.223)

In light of these conflicting interests, Birman decided that the time was ripe to evaluate
the Festival, and arranged for a two day seminar to be held at the Waikiki Motel at Safety
Bay on 30 April and 1 May, 1966. It was chaired by Professor Eric Edwards, who was
a representative of UWA’s law school, but who was supposedly independent and able
to report objectively on the proceedings. Birman and Channell attended but were not
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Plate 6: Saving the Fremantle Asylum and creating an
Arts Centre, as told by John Birman
I wanted to base something on our local history. One of the ideas that I was
nurturing … was a Son et Lumière idea. And I tried for years and I couldn’t find
a right location. Eventually I found one. That was the old asylum in Fremantle
… It was in a complete state of dilapidation. It was really bad. There was
only one section of the building which was still used as a workshop for the
technical division of the West Australian Education Department.…And in front
of it there was just masses of rubble and rubbish and it was really horrible.
I was eventually given permission … to proceed with the Son et Lumière. Well
a chap by the name of Hough was the electrician representing Strand Electric
and (they) said they would provide the equipment, but I had to find myself a
producer for that. And the producer whom I eventually located, who could do
something of this kind, who was sympathetic or had some understanding of it,
was Alan Aldous … a very good scriptwriter, working for the ABC …[who] was
commissioned to do the script.
Now lighting was a nightmare. It required six miles of cable to illuminate the
building. And the idea was that the script was based on … the history and life
of [C.Y.] O’Connor … about his battles in producing the line to Kalgoorlie.
Fremantle Council was very co-operative and they offered to clean the area
to make it available for the public, and then the next problem was to provide
seating and again, McCoombe, the Town Clerk, put me in touch with the
YMCA, about a hundred helpers. They came down and they really created
an amphitheatre with seating in it, so people can watch the business. Hough
nearly lost his life putting the lines down there because some of the bricks
and things started falling down on top on him. And eventually the lighting was
done, the music was done, the ABC co-operated in producing the tapes, and
the thing was done. What it did do that day, that we invited a log of politicians,
to the first performance, which was an amazing success. Nothing like it has
ever been seen, not only in Western Australia but in Australia. Although the
attendances didn’t match the expenses, because it was a novel idea and I
made a fatal mistake in calling it a Son et Lumière, which was a French word,
which was offputting in 1966, nevertheless although we lost a bit of money on
this particular function (not on the Festival, the Festival made a lot of money, so
that would cover the expenses) but that was the beginning of the end of [the]
idea of pulling the building down. (M. Adams, 1981, pp. 166-170)
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speakers, and the participants were invited from a range of organisations who all felt that
they were stakeholders in the Festival’s future; from local performers, artists, writers and
composers (including James Penberthy, who had composed Dalgerie), to journalists
and critics. Edwards was quoted in The West Australian as saying that “the group
discussed all aspects of the Festival, especially the composition of its sub-committees
… [and] agreement was made on most topics, though there was some heated debate”
(“Seminar Discusses Festival”, 1966, p. 14). In his final report to the Festival Committee
on the seminar, Edwards concluded that:
[it] did, I believe, serve a useful purpose. It helped to clear the air and emphasised that
while there may be scope for improvements there is considerable difference of opinion
in many areas as to what, if any, improvements can be made. In my opinion there is no
general dissatisfaction or substantial criticism. Indeed, it would seem that the attitude
in general was one of approbation and pride in the Festival. (Birman, 1981, p. 52)

The open forum allowed many voices to be heard, and as with any Festival, there was a
difference of opinion from the representatives of every sector, each keen to ensure that
their particular artform got a slice of the Festival pie (M. Adams, 1981, p. 173). Whether
the forum resolved any long-standing issues is unclear, and criticism of the Festival
certainly didn’t end in 1966, but the airing of opinions did give the Festival’s management
team of Birman and Channell the green light to go ahead with the organisation and
planning of the next Festival.
1967 - 1972
The 1967 Festival was shortened in duration to five weeks. It included several Australian
contemporary music and chamber music concerts, and the ABC’s promenade concerts
in the Somerville Auditorium. The ABC’s strong relationship with the Festival continued,
as it also provided the Basil Kirke Memorial Studio for various free of charge functions.
The R&I Bank sponsored a series of music events entitled Modern Sound ’67, Festival
Band Concert, Big Band Night, Continental Concert, and Folk Evening, all held in the
Supreme Court Gardens. John Tasker, artistic director of the South Australian Theatre
Company (established in 1965), directed an acclaimed and large-scale production of
Peter Shaffer’s Royal Hunt of the Sun, which was a highlight of the festivals in both Perth
and Adelaide.
Another highlight of 1967 was Aboriginal Theatre, presented as a collaboration between
the Festival of Perth Committee and the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust. Birman
described the production, the difficulties in putting it together, and the response from
audiences as follows:
This company of thirty performers from the Bathurst Island, Yirrkala and Daly River Missions
in Arnhem Land offered unforgettable performances, brilliantly produced by Stefan Haag.
The organising of this venture was a hundred times more difficult than negotiating with the
toughest overseas agents. Each individual performer had to be outfitted from head to toe,
all such items having to be tailored in Perth from inadequate details and then transported
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to the Northern Territory. It came as a shock to the Festival organisers that none of the
performers had ever before possessed a pair of shoes! The immense impact which this
company made on the white audiences in Perth more than compensated for the trials and
tribulations associated with the venture. (Birman, 1981, pp. 53-54)

After featuring Maori performers in 1966, this was another example of the Festival
supporting Indigenous artists, and at the same time exposing Perth audiences to
aspects of Aboriginal culture. These were important first steps in introducing mainstream
audiences, mainly white audiences, to the wealth of artistic activity which was taking
place in Australia’s remote and regional Indigenous communities.
In February 1967 Ian Channell left the Festival and moved to the east coast. There is an
interesting footnote to Channell’s time as Festival administrator and one-time director
which has entered Festival lore. After Sydney, Channell then moved to New Zealand, and
re-invented himself as ‘The Wizard’ (described as a performance artist and organiser
of happenings), gaining the honorary position of Archwizard of Canterbury in 1980
(Milesago.com, Accessed 2008).
In 1968 the Festival moved to program more popular entertainment such as free evening
concerts and hybrid genres, for example Bach-jazzer Jacques Loussier. It made use
of venues such as the Beatty Park Aquatic Centre for the official opening and was
expanding outside of the UWA campus and selected city-centre venues, and Birman
commented on it as follows:
In 1968 and again in 1969 the Festival organisers embarked on an experiment by arranging
an official opening of the Festival by way of a popular concert, a notion not altogether
approved by the ‘purists’. The venue, away from the University, was the huge Beatty Park
Aquatic Centre which had been built for the Commonwealth Games. With the assistance
of TV Channel Seven in promoting the venture, the Centre was filled to capacity by 7,000
people on each occasion. (Birman, 1981, p. 56)

This year also saw the introduction of a composers’ workshop, providing more focus on
contemporary music. Traditional ‘high-brow’ items were still very much the usual festival
fare, such as the Jerusalem Chamber Orchestra which played two concerts at Winthrop
Hall. Theatre included Thomas Keneally’s dramatisation of his book Bring Larks and
Heroes (published in 1967). Called Halloran’s Little Boat, it was directed by Irene Mitchell
and performed at the Playhouse Theatre. 1968 was also the year that the Hole in the
Wall theatre company moved to Southport Street in Leederville. The company had been
formed in 1965 by two locals: Frank Baden-Powell, who had previously been part of the
National Theatre Company, and advertising executive John Gill. The venue was originally
a theatre-restaurant based in Stirling Street with the cabaret style seating looking through
the ‘Hole in the Wall’ to the performance space. From the venue came the name, and
with it Perth’s first alternative theatre (Milne, 2004b, p. 111) (Hough, 2003, p. 44). For
1968’s Festival, the Hole in the Wall presented An Anti Cultural evening, with Frank
Lazarus and Maggie Soboil.
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The Festival now had a strong tradition of inviting Asian dance companies to perform,
and the importance of creating cultural links with Asia was recognised on a national
scale. Birman noted that in 1968 “the Commonwealth Government had signed a treaty
with Indonesia to promote cultural exchanges between the two countries” (Birman,
1981, p. 55). As a result, for the 1969 Festival, the Impola Dance and Song Ensemble
from Indonesia made their first appearance in Australia as part of this cultural exchange
program. In theatre in 1969, the Melbourne Theatre Company presented a production of
Henry IV (Part One), directed by John Sumner, and Theatre 62 from Adelaide presented
John Edmunds’s The Creeper (Birman, 1981, p. 55). Also in that year, the WA Ballet
performed and held ballet workshops in UWA’s Sunken Garden. There were visual arts
exhibitions of miniatures and posters, and the R&I Bank sponsored an Aboriginal art
prize. There was a full range of music events, from chamber brass players to a musical
banquet, but the world premiere of Australian composer Donald Hollier’s piano concerto
was cancelled due to an administrative error by the Australian Performing Rights
Association (“World Premiere Stopped Just Before Deadline”, 1969, p. 8).
After four years of planning and building work, 1969 also saw the opening of the new
Octagon Theatre on the UWA campus. Even with this addition, Gregory notes that:
Cultural venues in Perth were limited, and this impacted on the range of drama and music
presented to the West Australian public …The Octagon Theatre, with its first resident
director Aarne Neeme, had opened (in 1969) with a lavish production of Henry IV by the
Melbourne Theatre Company, and there were great hopes for its future ‘as the most
beautiful and satisfying venue for live entertainment’. But the lack of financial backing for
the arts from business was dispiriting, government funding being fairly limited, and it was
difficult to attract audiences to works that were challenging or were not well known. The
Playhouse ‘struggled to keep its head above water, somewhat at the cost of its status as
the leading professional theatre in the State’. (Gregory, 2003, p. 171)

This dilemma of whether financial support for the arts should come from public or private
funding was also the subject of a quarrel between John Birman and Lord Mayor Wardle,
recorded in the pages of The West Australian. In an article which carried the headline
‘Festival Chief Attacks City’s Lack of Aid’, Birman called for the City to recognise that the
Festival had an impact on the city’s businesses, and to supply street decorations similar
to those seen in Adelaide or Edinburgh during the festival season. In particular, he asked
the council to assist the Festival’s requests to the “State Electricity Commission to hang
banners from the light standards in St Georges Terrace, [which had] met with flat refusal on
every occasion” (“Festival Chief Attacks City’s Lack of Aid”, 1969, p. 7). Perth City Council’s
financial contribution to the Festival of $5,000 was noted, but this was far short of the $30$40,000 contribution that the Adelaide Council made to their festival. Wardle fought back
in the following day’s newspaper, and suggested that “business interests should support
the Festival of Perth financially”, although he did agree that a combination of “council and
commercial interests should see that at least one major city street was suitably decorated
for next year’s festival” (“Wardle Calls for Festival Backing”, 1969).
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In 1970, in an attempt to gain supporters and audiences, and “to encourage people to
‘belong’ to the Festival, the Committee has invited any member of the public to become
a Festival VIP” (Festival of Perth, 1970), stating that, for a fee of $5, one of the ‘privileges’
attached to being a VIP included a “10 per cent discount on an unlimited number of
tickets booked in advance” (ibid). This membership drive, and the associated discount
ticket offer, was significant as it was a forerunner to the later ‘Friends of the Festival’
scheme which still exists today (2011).
VIP supporters could buy discounted tickets for performances such as those by jazz giant
Duke Ellington, who appeared at Subiaco Oval on 3 February, followed a week later by
Rolf Harris at the same venue. Harris played to “an audience of 9,000; English migrants
… outnumbering the ‘natives’ by at least three to one” (Birman, 1981, p. 51), which was
put down to the popularity of his BBC TV shows. There were two dance highlights in
1970: a visit by the Royal Thai Ballet (which also toured to the Adelaide Festival), and
another version of Corroboree was performed by the Australian Contemporary Dance
Company, with choreography by Beth Dean (Australia Dancing, 2006).
Also in 1970, an alternative theatre experience was offered to Perth audiences by the
La Mama company of the Australian Performing Group, which presented a series of
“Australian plays about Australians” (Wolf, 2008, p. 69), including Jack Hibberd’s White
With Wire Wheels and Who? In her history of the Australian Performing Group, Gabrielle
Wolf quoted journalist Virginia Duigan who wrote that “Audiences were offended by
Hibberd’s use of the vernacular, and at times White With Wire Wheels was treated to
a mass exodus” (ibid). Wolf also noted that the Melbourne company had a polarised
attitude to being part of the Festival. On the one hand it “was buoyed by an invitation
to perform at the Perth Arts Festival” (ibid) and on the other it seemed to treat Perth
audiences and performers with disdain, basking “in the controversy it generated by
staging such drama and also by walking out on a performance by local actors. As
Graeme Blundell said, this ‘total assumption of superiority scored enormous points’
” (ibid), although presumably not with Perth Festival organisers, audiences or actors.
A further consequence of the Australian Performing Group’s choice of performances
in Perth was that the “women members of the Melbourne collective [the APG] broke
away from the oppressively masculine concerns of these plays and their limited range of
stereotypical roles” (Thomson, 1998, pp. 104-105).
By featuring this new style of theatre, which was born out of Australian experiences, Birman
was offering the Perth public something outside of the usual Festival fare, expanding the
boundaries that surrounded the cultural experiences and tastes of the Festival audiences.
In a later newspaper interview with Athol Thomas, Birman is paraphrased as saying that,
“the festival had helped people to develop a better appreciation of the arts … Some
people had become highly sophisticated. Contact with visiting artists and groups helped
local actors, designers, directors and others lift their standards” (Thomas, 1975, p. 7).
The article concluded that Birman saw “festivals of arts as necessities to national cultural
revival. ‘Without them, we will be taken over, just as our firms are being taken over’ ”
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(ibid). For all the international acts that Birman brought in to the Festival, he clearly had
the belief in the integrity of a national culture for Australia, made by Australians.
The La Mama company, as a component of the Australian Performing Group, later
became known as part of the ‘New Wave generation’. Meyrick notes that this new
generation of theatre professionals who worked during the latter half of the 1960s and
the 1970s, challenged the question of “What else is theatre if not technique?” Theatre
practitioners in this group turned the profession of acting on its head, making the ideals
that the Festival of Perth’s founders strove for in the 1950s outdated and unfashionable:
The apparatus of form, embodied in tradition, training and experience is reconfigured and,
to some extent, relegated to a low level of artistic sensibility. What arises in its place as the
nebula of creativity is something more energetic, self-expressive and principled. Naturally,
valuing such wayward and ineffable substance caused problems. But theatre’s concrete
limits could aid in a secondary way, as a shared language, or collective frame. Hence the
increased interest during this period in theatre’s ritual possibilities, in its use as a meeting
place and catalyst for inner energies. (Meyrick, 2002, p. 8)

So here too we have another avenue for potential conflict between the Festival
hierarchy and local artists; on one side the European Director who continued the military
background of the Founder and who had a strong sense of traditional standards in acting,
on the other the beginnings of the baby-boomer generation bringing what where then
radical notions of performance into theatre practice. Meyrick also highlights the common
ground between these two camps, from where the tradition and history of Australia’s
theatre stemmed, and he uses a statement from Western Australian playwright Dorothy
Hewett to make the point:
One of the old chestnuts which should be exploded is that Australian theatre began with
The Doll, died and was revived again in 1968. We have, in fact, had a long and honourable
history of two hundred years of theatre beginning with melodrama, farce, burlesque, and
panto transported to Sydney from the London minor theatres. It is on this structure that
the alternative playwrights and the modern Australian playwrights built contemporary
theatre. Action, comedy, and gusto were the stuff of this early theatre, leavened by an Irish
sensibility and the deep sense of defeat and exile of convict and immigrant alike. (Hewett
(1976) in Meyrick, 2002, p. 12)

As outlined in chapter three, and reinforced by the above quote, Australian theatre had
its own history, and its own ‘standards’, brought over from Europe, and England in
particular, since the early days of the colony. These were the ‘standards’ and traditions
that were now being dismantled and reconfigured to create a new style of theatre based
on contemporary, Australian experiences.
The Festival was embracing all types of entertainment as part of its cultural offering, from
home-grown New Wave theatre to well-known international musicians. Count Basie
and his orchestra were the big jazz offering in 1971, and Duke Ellington reappeared in
1972. Popular acts such as the Bee Gees and Kamahl were also included in the Festival
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program during the early 1970s. Birman recognised that by this stage the Festival had
become part of the fabric of Perth:
The 1970s saw the Festival well and truly established in the Western Australian community.
The stability of the organisation from the points of view of both direction and management
added extra strength to the Festival and the University’s backing secured ever-increasing
support from governmental sources. Innovations in the early seventies were governed by
more venues becoming available and by the better utilisation of the existing ones. The
organisers became aware of trends which would permit of experimentation such as late
night drama shows. The policy of bringing to the Festival interstate artists and companies
was very vigorously pursued. (Birman, 1981, pp. 58-59)

It is also interesting to note that Birman’s request for banners of the previous year had
been granted, and he directly attributed the increase in attendance numbers in 1970 to
the use of outdoor advertising in the central business district:
Perth assumed a new look for the 1970 Festival. After two years of argument, the City
Council agreed that the median strip in the principal thoroughfare, St. George’s Terrace,
could be adorned with banners. Thus, all previous attendance records were broken in the
1970 Festival and the figure leapt to an unbelievable 330,000. (Birman, 1981, p. 58)

With the success of acceptance of the Festival by the community borne out by excellent
audience figures, the UWA Senate finally gave Birman the combined posts of Director of
the Extension Service and Executive Officer of the Festival of Perth. Birman states that this
appointment was not made without a struggle over the appropriate pay level, but that the
position was finally advertised at professorial level and Birman was the chosen candidate.
Ironically, having achieved the permanent post, it was around the same time that Birman
commenced thinking about retiring “within a few years” (M. Adams, 1981, pp. 189-190).
With a marked change to the music genres previously presented, the key event of
1972 was Led Zeppelin’s concert at Subiaco Oval on 16 February, which resulted in a
minor affray or a major riot, depending on which reports you believe (see Plate 7). An
Australia Day concert conducted by Verdon Williams was held at the Supreme Court
Gardens. The ‘entertainment-plus’ side of the events still continued, with offerings such
as ‘A public lecture by Frank Tuohy on George Orwell’, and concerts of Japanese harp
music, ikebana and koto flower arranging demonstrations. For the theatre program the
Festival commissioned the play Swan River Saga, based on the correspondence of early
colonist Eliza Shaw. In an interview with The Australian newspaper Birman told of how
the production was proposed to him and described it as:
“The climax of my achievement and my happiness,” he says, explaining how it all
happened. Mary Durack Miller the writer, and actress Nita Pannell approached him about
seven months ago with the basic outline. “They asked me would I promote it, sponsor it,
and underwrite it. With a kind of third insight, I said: ‘It’s a risk. But I’ll take it on.’ The entire
season – including the special matinees – is sold out.” (“Perth: John Birman: A Banquet of
Culture”, 1972, p. 13)
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After its Festival debut at the Hole in the Wall theatre from 2-12 February, the Swan
River Saga then went on to tour nationally. This was one way to make the Festival of
Perth relevant on a national level; by commissioning local work, and then taking it out on
tour. This was a time when cheap interstate flights were not available to link Australia’s
state capitals and major cities, and arts audiences were not able to travel readily to
see contemporary theatre. Using the arts and events to lure people on city breaks was
not yet a realistic possibility, and Birman recognised this: “Mr Birman rejects the tourist
approach…‘Without unlimited resources, no festival can attract artists exclusively…and
without being exclusive, it cannot lure patrons interstate. The festival as a major tourist
event is simply not on’ ” (“Perth: John Birman: A Banquet of Culture”, 1972, p. 13). What
Birman was stating was that luring Australian or international tourists to Perth on the
basis of a unique festival program was not going to happen easily, and therefore having
the same artist perform in two or more cities was not going to impact on the ability to
attract audiences. In order to increase the reach of Festival events, the events had to
be taken out to the audience. Partnering with the Adelaide Festival was one way to do
this, and embarking on a national tour, as the Festival did with the Swan River Saga, was
another.
1973 - 1976
1973 saw the opening of Perth Concert Hall, which was well used by the Festival in
that first year. On 26 January the ABC took part in the inaugural concert and the Ball of
the Century, and were again involved in the first public concert on 27 January; special
youth and choral concerts which were presented in collaboration with the ABC’s South

Figure: The first Festival Banners on St Georges Terrace, 1970 is not available in this
version of the thesis

The first Festival Banners on St Georges Terrace, 1970
Richard Woldendorp Collection
Courtesy Battye Library, 21611PD
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Plate 7: Reports of the Led Zeppelin concert at Subiaco
Oval; major melee or minor fracas?
Reports in The West Australian newspaper on the same day (Thursday 17 February,
1972) present two very different pictures:
Melee at Pop Show
About 500 youths were involved in a melee outside the Subiaco Oval last night during
a concert by the pop group Led Zeppelin. About 4000 people who were unable to
gain entrance to the concert milled outside the main gates of the oval. About 500
youths rammed the locked gates, threw rocks and bottles into the oval and lit fires.
Police reinforcements were rushed to the oval soon after the concert began and
at one stage there were more than 20 police vehicles outside the ground. Several
people were arrested. The St. John Ambulance treated 15 people for minor cuts and
bruises, most of them caused by broken glass and stones thrown into the crowd by
the mob. Many of the people who were unable to buy tickets to the concert climbed
fences, cut holes in fence wire and pulled gates from their hinges in an attempt to join
the 5000 people already inside the ground. The 500 violent protesters outside the
oval continued to throw rocks till the police arrived. Burning paper was thrown at the
policemen near the gates. Officials used a hose to put out the fires. However, youths
moved toward the gate to block the stream of water. The officials then sprayed the
water at the youths to make them move. (“Melee at Pop Show”, 1972)
Heavy Rock – With Discipline, by John Bryant
Perth has probably never seen a concert quite like it. Certainly, a Festival of Perth
attraction has never been so “heavy”. The Led Zeppelin rock group’s only concert at
Subiaco Oval last night at the beginning of an Australian Tour was unique. The pelting
rhythm and distinctive brackets of the group - consisting of electric guitarist Jimmy
Page, organist John Paul Jones, drummer John Bonham and lead vocalist Robert
Plant - were different from any rock group that has appeared in Perth. And the 8000
people who went enjoyed every minute of the two and a half hour performance.
Some were so keen to see the most popular English heavy rock group to ever appear
in live Perth that they did not mind climbing fences to get in. Police and officials
were kept busy preventing and removing people entering the stadium. Early in the
programme about 30 youths could be seen running across the stand adjoining the
member’s pavilion at the oval. Presumably they did not pay for the seats in that stand.
Soon after the concert began Robert Plant told the audience, “Anyway we took 36
hours to get here, so we are going to have good time”. That drew a wild cheer from
the audience. The group performed on the shell-backed stage. The sound produced
by the amplifiers placed on each side of the stage was at times painfully loud. The
group wound up to its full potential during heavier numbers. Perhaps for the older
eardrums, a few less decibels would have been appreciated. (Bryant, 1972)
(Both articles retrieved from http://it.com.au/~jpage/ledperth.html)
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Australian orchestra. There were also recitals by pianist Andre Tchaikowsky, and also by
mezzo soprano Kerstin Meyer, and Youth Makes Music hosted a concert. Los Magnificos
performed classical and flamenco music, the Don Burrows Quartet provided the jazz and
swing component of the program, and there was a production of The Magic Pudding for
family audiences. Free Sunday night concerts, sponsored by the R&I Bank, took place
in the new concert hall and also in the Supreme Court Gardens. In the field of dance,
the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust supported performances by the Little Angels
National Folk Ballet Company of Korea at the new concert hall. Birman again clearly
demonstrated his aim to bring Perth closer to its Asian neighbours through cultural
presentations and in a 1973 interview with Diana Warnock, he restated his commitment
to this. Warnock noted that: “He feels particularly strongly about two aspects of festival
planning: that it should always include some Asian content and that it should be a ‘grass
roots’ festival, not a tourist attraction” (Warnock, 1973, p. 22). This reported comment
again reinforces the idea that Birman never considered that the Festival should be part
of Perth’s tourism offering, but that it should have a close connection to local audiences
and artists, the ‘grass roots’ of the Festival. Warnock’s article also notes that “There
are now six employed on the festival staff, and programmes are selected by honorary
sub-committees of experts” (ibid). This shows that the program planning process had
not changed much since the Festival’s foundation, but that the administrative side of
implementing the program had had to expand.
A full program of events was on offer in 1974, with the National Theatre Company
presenting Antony and Cleopatra at the New Fortune Theatre. A notable drama highlight
was Dorothy Hewett’s musical Catspaw, which was specially written for the Festival and
was on at the New Fortune Theatre from 12-23 February. The Hole in the Wall theatre
presented the Australian premier of Alan Seymour’s Structures, directed by Ronald
Denson. With a controversial plot-line, it was not well received by some, as this extract
from a disenchanted reviewer shows:
The play is billed and presented as the day-to-day stress of any married couple. The
stresses of the lead character, a British housewife, are an attempted seduction of a
masochistic homosexual, arranging an orgy with an Aussie prostitute and saving a heroinaddicted brother. Hardly the problems of the average Moonee Ponds married couple! The
plot of the frustrated wife searching for her identity is a cliché – and the cast makes few
attempts to break out of its predictability. (Gare, 1974, p. 15)

In music there was the St Louis Jazz Quartet with vocalist Jeanne Trevor, and Venezuelan
guitarist Alirio Diaz. The 7th annual Australian Composers’ Workshop was held at the
ABC’s Basil Kirke studio. Dance included the Perth City Ballet, directed by Diana
Waldron, and the Madrid Flamenco company, with principal dancer La Chana, played
at The Playhouse from 25 February - 2 March. There were also five performances by
the National Ballet of Senegal, described in the program brochure as “a company of 38
brilliant dancers, singers, musicians, acrobats and stilt walkers (who) represent some of
the most vivid expressions of culture in Senegal” (Festival of Perth, 1974, p. 10).
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In visual arts an exhibition of colour prints from the Japanese Ukiyo-e and Shijo schools
was on display at the Old Fire Street Gallery. This was contrasted by an exhibition of
contemporary American prints held at Perth Concert Hall. Presented in Australia by the
United States Information Service, this exhibition was a survey of Pop Art and included
works by seminal figures in twentieth century art such as Josef Albers and Adolf Gottlieb
alongside contemporary artists Claes Oldenburg, Lee Krasner, Roy Lichtenstein and
Robert Raushenburg (United States Information Service, 1974).
The 1974 program also included turf events (a special Festival Cup Meeting on 23
February), a yachting regatta, a Red Cross flower arranging competition held at the
Parmelia Hilton, and the Western Australian Institute of Technology hosted ‘Fringe
Events’ such as a Javanese shadow puppet show put on by the Western Australian
Theatre Company. The Grande Finale was a re-enactment of the Battle of Waterloo at
the Supreme Court Gardens, conducted by Sir Charles Court. Significantly, another
new venue opened in 1975, the Perth Entertainment Centre, which allowed the ABC
orchestra to host three prom concerts, each attracting an audience of 7,000 people.
In 1975 moves were made to separate the roles of the Extension Service and the
Festival. According to an interview with Birman, the suggestion by the University Senate
was that UWA should cease running the Festival, and that the City of Perth or the state
government should be approached to take it over. A meeting was held with the then
Minister for Cultural Affairs, Graham MacKinnon, who rejected the idea, but did agree
to greater financial support from the state government (M. Adams, 1981, pp. 202-203).
This resulted in a joint announcement, made by then Premier Sir Charles Court and Vice
Chancellor Professor Whelan in October 1975, that the new Festival administration,
separate from the Extension Service, would be financed by the state government (UWA,
1976, p. 3). This also seems to have been the trigger for John Birman to think seriously
about ending his tenure as Festival Director, to be able to start work on establishing a
campus radio station (M. Adams, 1981, pp. 202, 206).
Perth’s capacity for Festival events continued to increase,with another venue, the new
Dolphin Theatre on the UWA campus, opening in 1976. This was a replacement for “the
little old makeshift Dolphin [Theatre which] stood for many years on a nearby site” (Milne,
Personal Correspondence, 2012). In its continued drive to bring Asian companies to
Perth, the Festival had invited the Lhamo-Tibetan Folk Theatre, and programmed them
to perform at the Perth Concert Hall in 1976. Due to political pressure from the Chinese
Embassy in Canberra on the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust, who were working
closely with the Festival on this presentation, the performances were cancelled at the last
minute. Other acts were moved to fill the gap at the major Perth Concert Hall venue, and
once the changes had been made to the program, it was announced that the LhamoTibetan Folk Theatre would participate in the Festival after all, owing to counter-pressure
applied by the Indian government. If international controversy and political pressures at
federal level were signs that the Festival was being taken seriously in the eastern states
and overseas, then the Festival of Perth certainly seemed to have made an impact on
the national cultural agenda in the last year of Birman’s directorship.
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Birman achieved much during his reign of 22 years in charge of the Festival. He had
succeeded in bringing foreign companies to Perth at a time when it was still a very
isolated city geographically, proving that it did not need to be isolated culturally (see Plate
8). This was partly due to the creation of the partnership with the Adelaide Festival. The
quality of facilities and number of venues had increased considerably over the course of
Birman’s directorship, and the presence of the Festival encouraged the development of
theatre facilities on the UWA campus and in the city, sometimes explicitly. He explained
his approach to his work in a newspaper interview in 1973, which reported:
Mr Birman believes that selling is all a matter of motivation. ‘I couldn’t sell anything if it was
only for myself, but I can always sell an idea or get some money out of someone if it’s for
the festival. I always put the goals of my work ahead of my personal goals. I know that
sounds pompous, but it’s true. If there’s something important driving you, you don’t spare
yourself. If I’d wanted to, I could have done much better financially in business. But for me,
community work is much more important.’ (Warnock, 1973, p. 22)

Just prior to his final Festival in 1976, Birman is quoted in a newspaper interview with
Athol Thomas, in which he labelled himself as ‘bumptious, brash and abrasive’, as saying
that:
The festival belongs to the people of WA, and they should have what they want. It is
neither highbrow nor carnival. It must be a manifestation of trends. But it must also have
something for the faddists and the avant-garde - this is looking to the future. (Thomas,
1975, p. 7)

In this, Birman encapsulated what he hoped he had presented to the Western
Australian public, and signalled a way of moving forward and building the Festival by
incorporating avant-garde works to please the ‘faddists’, who are likely to have made
up a small section of the Festival audience. He seemed to recognise that today’s ‘fad’
provided the groundwork for pushing the sector forward, and letting inventiveness
and experimentation lead the way in cultural creativity. His achievements during his
directorship were recognised in the same article, with Thomas paraphrasing Birman’s
own words as follows:
The festival had done many things for the city and the State. In terms of venues it was
a consumer and venues had improved …The festival had helped people to develop a
better appreciation of the arts - important in an isolated community. Some patrons had
become highly sophisticated. Contact with visiting artists and groups helped local actors,
designers, directors and others lift their standards. (Thomas, 1975, p. 7)

Birman recognised that these achievements were not his alone, and he was always
careful to give the Festival staff their dues. Considering how much the Festival, and
Perth’s cultural scene, had grown, the team remained very small and close-knit. Birman
recalled three of the staff who worked alongside him on his final Festival; accountant
Phyllis Gregory, film festival co-ordinator Pixie Angel, and his secretary, who he referred
to as ‘Miss Johnson’ or his ‘shield’ (M. Adams, 1981, pp. 178-179).
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Following his final Festival in 1976, Birman left (see Plate 9) to work on the new UWA
radio, which was to become the first FM radio station in Perth. This was not an unusual
move, but instead stemmed from Birman’s admiration for the campus radio stations
which he had experienced while on study leave in America (M. Adams, 1981, p. 206).
Originally named 6UWA-FM, the radio station was launched on 1 April, 1977 from
temporary studios which were an addition to the Extension Service building. Shortly
afterwards it became 6UVS when Murdoch University became involved. This remained
on air until November 1990 when the UWA Senate took the decision to close down the
station, but it re-emerged as Arts Radio Ltd., also known as RTR FM. In January 2005
the station relocated to Mount Lawley and is still going strong to this day (RTR FM,
2007). Birman’s decision to focus on a new initiative lleft the job of Festival Director open,
and the recruitment process to find a new director commenced

Chapter 5 Reflections
The latter half of John Birman’s tenure as director was punctuated by two clear changes
to the organisational structure of the Festival, both of which recognised the increasing
workload and growth of the Festival. In 1966, the Festival was separated from UWA’s
Adult Education Board and moved into the Extension Service, and nine years later, in
1975, it was moved out of the Extension Service to become a year-round operation in its
own right. The University was still the main stakeholder of the Festival, but the Festival’s
sustained successes had meant that it was delivering outcomes for the University which
could not be ignored and this is recognised by its establishment as a structural unit
which required its own resources under the University’s umbrella.
The arts and culture venue infrastructure of Perth also grew in these years. The Festival
had a direct input into the founding of the Fremantle Arts Centre, and may have been
influential in the creation of more university venues on the campus at Crawley, such as the
Octagon and Dolphin theatres. It is unclear whether the Festival had any direct impact on
the decisions to build major arts and leisure venues in the city centre, such as the Perth
Concert Hall and the Perth Entertainment Centre. Nevertheless, all these new venues
provided more space for the Festival to expand into. In addition, it made use of nontraditional cultural settings and sporting arenas such as Beatty Park Aquatic Centre and
Subiaco Oval for major events which could attract capacity crowds. Perth was growing,
and the cultural sector was growing with it. The resulting developments in the city’s arts
infrastructure were of great benefit to the Festival without necessarily being driven by it.
In the late 1960s and the early 1970s, Birman was still receiving advice on the artistic
direction of the Festival by the artform specific committees. These provided information
on which international acts should be brought to Perth by the Festival, with committee
members seeking out the quality experiences and possibly also the innovations in their
artforms. Between them, committee members were able to do what a lone Festival
Director with a very small staff could not. At a time of limited and expensive air travel to
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Plate 8: Isolation’s part to play in the artistic development
of Perth’s culture, and its Festival
It was not just the Festival’s founders and directors who recognised the role that cultural
experiences from elsewhere could play in a city which was so far away from any other.
Francis King followed in Fred Alexander and John Birman’s footsteps by raising the issue
in a press article entitled ‘It’s Time We Got Our Cultural Dues’ in 1960:
The protests against the cancellation of the scheduled visit by the Boston Symphony
Orchestra have focused attention on a more than usually blatant example of a very
widespread attitude. Western Australia tends still to be regarded as a backwater,
pleasant and friendly, perhaps, but not ranked with other States by the cultural
powers-that-be. …
The Elizabethan Theatre Trust is dedicated to the promotion of drama, opera and
ballet in Australia and has done much in the Eastern States to encourage activities
that cannot be maintained as commercial ventures. In view of Western Australia’s
contribution and far greater need for subsidies, have we really received our fair share
of the year’s activities?
The attitude behind this starving of Western Australia is in part a hangover from the
days – not so distant – when a visiting musical group could be relied on to attract little
audience and lose money. This state of affairs has gone. …
The principle at stake is whether we are to be culturally rationed according to
population and distance or given our due as a junior but responsible and certainly
responsive member of the Commonwealth. (King, 1960, p. 5)
In 1981, Diana Warnock wrote in The Financial Review, ‘The Festival of Perth Outgrows Its
Modest Origins’, and compared Perth’s Festival to others globally:
Festivals work better in relatively remote places. New York, for example, doesn’t need
one - there is a “festival” going there all year round. Edinburgh does need one, and its
annual arts festival is highly successful. Perth, the world’s most isolated capital city,
needs its festival too, and now it has the confidence, the population, the money and
the boldness of vision to present a large-scale, long-running, entertainment of infinite
variety and highest quality. It must be added that Perth also has the venues. …
Mr Ian Templeman, director of the Fremantle Arts Centre, … believes that Perth’s
isolation has played an important part in its cultural growth. “The arts in Western
Australia are vital and energetic, although generally not ‘high profile’. No one else
hears about most of what we do here. It’s rather like the relationship between London
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and the Midlands. London isn’t much concerned with what’s going on up
there, but in terms of quality it’s both important and substantial,” he said.
(Warnock, 1981, pp. Festival of Perth Annual Report 1981, Appendix H)
As late as 2003, Anthony Steel, himself a noted Festival Director, didn’t even feel
the need to elaborate on the connection between Perth’s geographical positioning
and its need for a Festival. In his keynote address at the Currency House Seminar,
he simply stated:
While it [the Festival of Perth] has consistently been one of the most interesting
festivals in the last couple of decades I won’t mention it again today, as its
raison d’être in the most isolated city on earth is self-evident. (Steel, 2003)

overseas destinations, committee members could bring back news of groundbreaking
performances or stand-out events taking place abroad. This information was gleaned
from their specialist knowledge and connections, and personal experiences gained
when they travelled overseas.
The resulting programs were a combination of a curatorial process, whereby there had been
a degree of research and recommendation into what was being offered to the audience,
and a search for innovation, to be able to give the Perth community the opportunity to
experience what was new and interesting in the arts overseas. Specifically, there was the
stated aim of the Festival to connect with Asian cultures, there were acknowledged links to
European cultures (whether it was through committee members’ links to the ‘motherland’,
or Birman’s connections to central Europe), and Birman himself would have experienced
cultural developments in Europe and America during his study trips.
The Festival of Perth’s Director at this time had the job of pulling together this disparate
programming process into a Festival program designed to maintain the many stakeholder
relationships which had been built up, as well as meet audience expectations. Certain
aspects of the program became regular features, such as the inclusion of local product,
along with an event which had national appeal, a performance by an Asian dance
company and popular, free events to open the Festival. There was also a growing
awareness of the culture of the region’s Indigenous peoples, and the need to introduce
white, Festival audiences to aspects of Indigenous visual and performing arts.
To produce the program year-on-year the Festival needed to cultivate relationships with
organisers who could act as co-producers, collaborators and facilitators. More homegrown suppliers, such as the Hole in the Wall theatre, meant a greater pool from which
to pick local performances of a standard which was acceptable to the Festival. This pool
was further strengthened by the Festival’s support of local writers, such as Mary Durack
Miller and Dorothy Hewett, which in turn helped to nurture Western Australian theatre.
The relationship with the Adelaide Festival was a collaborative one which saw the start

88 ]

ANNE M RENNIE

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

of a touring, festival network within Australia. Relationships with governments overseas
were required to bring in foreign funding and create diplomatic links to facilitate visits by
foreign companies. Sponsorship arrangements with local businesses such as the R&I
Bank meant that some Festival events could be free to the general public, helping to
attract audiences.
The two day reflective forum held in 1966 was a good example of stakeholder management
by Birman and the University. What it actually achieved is unclear, and complaints by local
arts companies and artists about lack of Festival support and funding for home-grown
product continued, but it did give those voices the chance to be heard. That the Festival
did continue to promote many types of non-local artists (for example, Led Zeppelin),
and include sporting and other activities (for example, horse-racing, yachting, flower
arranging) would seem to show that Birman’s Festival programming was a fluid process
according to what might attract an audience, presumably to offset those events (such
as Asian dance performances) which might not. In this way, local complaints appear to
have been justified.
The Festival’s relationship with its audiences also evolved in these years through the
generation of multiple audiences. It was recognised that there was a cohort of arts lovers
who could be enticed to become members of the ‘VIP scheme’. These sat alongside the
‘faddists’ who made up a discrete section of the audience, hungry for work which was
new and sometimes shocking. The audience for the film festival, which was first seen
in the late 1950s, continued to remain a reliable source of income. The inclusion of pop
and rock acts as part of the program engaged a different type of spectator for a different
type of event.
The increased layers of complexity which can be seen in all levels of the Festival’s operations
in the latter half of Birman’s directorship – from the broader range of programming, to
stakeholder management which included local arts companies as well as commercial
sponsors, and audience development initiatives – demonstrate that the Festival was
leading the way in creating a model for international arts festivals. At this stage, however,
the Festival’s director did not have to produce an event which was expected to deliver on
any specific economic agenda, such as increasing tourism to Western Australia. Birman
was still able to focus on the quality of the cultural offering and work all the other aspects
of festival management in around the artistic heart of the Festival.
Through Birman’s own personal achievements, the successes of the Festival program
as seen through audience attendance, and the overall growth of the cultural sector in
Perth in the context of cultural gains being made in the rest of Australia, Birman was able
to hand over an established Festival of Perth with its own networks and linkages. The
next chapter tells of what his successor, David Blenkinsop, made of these stakeholder
relationships, and investigates whether he was able to grow and expand the Festival of
Perth further in any significant way.
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Plate 9: ‘Mr Festival’
John Birman spoke of leaving, the personal pressures he felt as ‘Mr Festival’, and the
shape in which he thought he left the Festival for his successor:
My final year was a bad one. I’ll never forget it, my staff was saying, ‘Why did you
give it up in 1976, why didn’t you see your twenty fifth festival out.’ And I said, ‘Look,
that’s a number game.’ I felt that after 1976 I was glad that I was going, because I’d
just really had it. (M. Adams, 1981, p. 212)
Well I’ll put it to you this way. Summer time, apart from a week that I used to break
at Christmas, one week, it was a seven day affair, … with enormous lengthy hours of
work. And I felt lonely in many ways, but on the other hand something was inside me
driving me, and it was also [a] challenge because wretched Perth, which is still, as I
call it, a dear little hick town, Perth had to be pulled by its socks, literally, to accept the
kind of stuff that we were trying to do. Now it is recognised. Alright, but it took years
and years. In some ways I envy today, David Blenkinsop because he is now in a going
concern, and the Festival is an accepted thing. I was Mr Festival alright, but that was
just a name, but that was always sceptically accepted and one had to fight for it every
inch of the way. (M. Adams, 1981, p. 252)
Historian Geoffrey Bolton later wrote an entry for the Australian Dictionary of Biography
(online edition) on Birman. He commented on Birman’s contribution to Perth’s cultural
scene, his working style and the way in which he achieved his successes:
In 1954 Birman was appointed executive officer of the festival committee … A stocky
figure with crisp, wavy, dark brown hair which greyed early, and an engaging grin, he
brought to his task imagination, intelligence, energy and a lively appreciation of the
cultural needs of Western Australia. Some, including officers of the Australian Security
Intelligence Organization, were worried about his left-wing ideological tilt; others
thought his genially cynical pragmatism at times tactless.
If [the growth of the Festival] in part reflected the city’s growth and prosperity, it also
owed much to Birman’s entrepreneurship … Several much needed performance
venues were constructed … [and] … Birman was always in the thick of negotiations,
using, as appropriate, charm, cajolery and devastating bluntness … In thirty years,
largely due to his drive and managerial skills, Perth had advanced from a cultural
backwater to a lively and diverse centre of creative arts. (Bolton, 2006)

Portrait of John Birman
Courtesy of Wendy Birman

90 ]

ANNE M RENNIE

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

Figure: Portrait is not available in this version of the thesis
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Figure: David and Lynn Blenkinsop with the Festival Banners, 1977 is not available in this
version of the thesis

David and Lynn Blenkinsop with the Festival Banners, 1977
Courtesy David and Lynn Blenkinsop
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Chapter Six

A New Broom 1977 - 1983
In the latter half of the 1970s, the new Director, David Blenkinsop, inherited an established
Festival, but one on which he believed he could improve. He quickly set about organising
his first Festival of Perth, using his previous contacts and arts administration experience.
Simultaneously, he started to build personal networks and a Festival support organisation
in Western Australia. In his programming, Blenkinsop had an early focus on enlivening the
city streets and involving the community. In his management of the Festival, Blenkinsop
looked to create a brand image and to develop strategic partnerships and sponsorships,
putting the Festival on a more professional footing. By the early 1980s, Blenkinsop had
built many of the key foundations of both his programming and management styles which
were prevalent for the remainder of his directorship.

Biography of David Blenkinsop
David Blenkinsop arrived in the position of Festival of Perth Director by accident, rather
than design. Born in Leeds, Yorkshire on 9 March 1937, Blenkinsop had developed a
love of music following a childhood trip to see the circus, where he first recalled seeing
violinists playing. From then on he took lessons in the violin, and through his violin
playing and singing abilities, he was awarded a music scholarship to Denstone College,
a boarding school in England. In 1955, Blenkinsop went to Leeds University to study
music, with theatre studies and English as complementary subjects, and graduated with
a Bachelor of Arts degree. During his time at university he was very active in the both the
cultural and sporting fields; he was leader of the university orchestra and the Wolfgang
String Quartet, acted in twelve plays as a member of the drama group, and played for
the cricket team.
On completion of his tertiary studies, Blenkinsop was called up for National Service in
September 1958. He was posted to Germany, where he was his regiment’s publicity
officer and was seconded to the Berlin Film Festival to work on press and public
relations. Blenkinsop completed his service in September 1960, and took on various
jobs including that of a sports commentator for BBC radio and hospital radio, before
joining the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra as administrative assistant in 1961.
He became the Concert Director after two years in the job (D. Blenkinsop, Personal
Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 4-9).
It was concert impresario Wilfred van Wyck who was responsible for connecting
Blenkinsop with Perth. During a trip to Perth van Wyck was asked to make suggestions
as to who might be a suitable person to lead the Festival of Perth into its next phase. Van
Wyck mentioned Blenkinsop’s name. Blenkinsop submitted a letter of application to the
University of Western Australia, “as much as a courtesy to Wilfred, rather than actually
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the job, to say that I was interested” (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A,
2007, p. 11). On the basis of this, he was invited to visit the city after meeting with the
University’s principal, Richard Angeloni, in London. He visited Perth to acquaint himself
with the place and the Festival itself. On returning to Bournemouth, he discussed moving
to Australia with his wife Lynn, and it was agreed that they would come to Perth for two
years. So commenced Blenkinsop’s twenty-three year stint as Director.
Like Birman, Blenkinsop was suited to the role of director of a multi-arts festival due to
his experience of various artforms (music, theatre, film), as well as his demonstrated
administrative skills and knowledge of marketing and media, and his contacts in the
cultural field. He also shared with his predecessors a military background which had
provided him with a link to cultural activities. Like many new migrants to Perth, Blenkinsop
was shocked at the geographical size of the state of Western Australia, and at the
remoteness of Perth itself (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 22).
On Blenkinsop’s arrival at UWA in March 1976, he was shown several locations which
might be suitable to house the Festival’s administration, and in the end Blenkinsop
selected his new offices at Tuart House (see Plate 10). With this physical move, the
Festival became even more separated from University and its campus. The Festival offices
were now located in a prime position, commanding a view over the Swan River, and
divorced from the main University campus. They were still within the University grounds,
but away from the core of campus life; the students, lecturers, teaching facilities and the
University administration, including the decision-makers. The administrative separation
of the Festival from the Extension Service was echoed by this change in the geographical
location of its offices. Nevertheless, the University remained the primary stakeholder and
owner of the Festival; as well as providing the office space for the Festival administration
on its campus, it paid the wages of the permanent staff, underwrote any losses, and the
Festival had no legal entity outside of the University.
Blenkinsop recalled that “there were no people from the previous Festival administration,
the Extension Service to help me at all – nobody! … It was an absolutely clean sweep”
(D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 12). In fact, Blenkinsop
was assisted in his first year by four people who were to become an integral part of
the Festival staff and who provided a strong link to the previous director. Will Quekett
had been the Festival’s administrator, and Phyllis Gregory the Festival’s accountant
during the latter part of John Birman’s directorship. Pauline Steele was re-appointed
as the publicity officer, having worked on Birman’s last festival in 1976. Sherry Hopkins,
who had joined Birman’s Festival team in 1971 in an administrative role, came to be
interviewed by Blenkinsop and thought that she would not be successful as she mistook
Lynn Blenkinsop, David’s wife, for David’s secretary. Sherry did get the job, however, and
was still working for the Festival in 2011 as the Senior Manager of Film and Electronic
Image. This core team provided stability to the Festival management at this time of
change, and gave support to Blenkinsop in the key areas of liaison with local artists,
finance, marketing and publicity, and administration.
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Along with having to become acquainted with his new working and living environment,
Blenkinsop had to familiarise himself quickly with the Perth arts scene. In one of his first
newspaper interviews after arriving in Perth, Blenkinsop showed his willingness to include
local companies in his programming, and he commented on his desire to feature local,
professional companies such as the WA Symphony Orchestra, the National Theatre and
the WA Ballet and Opera as the “centrepoint of the Festival” (Crommelin, 1976, p. 12).
The way in which the Blenkinsops experienced the situation in reality was described by
Blenkinsop’s wife Lynn, who recalled early visits to local productions, and her horror at
the quality of performances she witnessed:
I remember when I first arrived, the first week we went and saw ballet in the concert hall,
Slaughter on St Theresa’s Day at the Playhouse, and something else, and I said to David,
“If this is what the standard is, and everybody’s saying isn’t it marvellous”, and eventually
I said, “Why? If this is the standard, I want to get back on the next plane and go home.”
Because they all thought this was absolutely fantastic, the press said you wouldn’t find it
better anywhere else in the world. How on earth could they say that! David changed that
by bringing in excellent quality performers. (L. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix
A, 2007, p. 74)

The opinions which Lynn Blenkinsop has expressed above are entirely subjective, but it
does indicate that perhaps David Blenkinsop’s early experiences of productions in Perth
did not match with his desire to incorporate high-quality, local work into the Festival.
With the change in director and the break from the University’s Extension Service, there
was the potential for the Festival to take a new strategic direction which deviated from
its founding ideals, but Blenkinsop believed in the reasons for the Festival’s existence.
Although there had been dramatic advances in transport and technology between
1953 and Blenkinsop’s first Festival in 1977, Perth was still subject to the ‘tyranny of
distance’. Like Alexander and Birman before him, Blenkinsop also believed that one way
to influence the development of the local arts sector was to bring in performances from
overseas which had a recognised quality to them. In a later interview he commented:
I wanted to follow the pattern that had started, that this was to be, and will be an international
Festival, and I will try and bring to Australia as many of the great international orchestras,
theatre companies, dance companies, or whatever, that I possibly can. Because I think
that otherwise we’re not succeeding. And that was my ethos right through the twentythree years. I wanted to give the people of Perth the best that I could find. (D. Blenkinsop,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 22)

Blenkinsop’s continuing commitment to Alexander’s and Birman’s pledge to provide Perth
audiences with entertainment they would not otherwise have access to, contributed to
the continued programming of overseas productions as key Festival events on an annual
basis. In this way, there was no dramatic change to the Festival’s strategic direction for
programming. Alexander’s influence remained strong, and was later cemented when
Blenkinsop invited him to become the Festival’s President.
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One very significant change that Blenkinsop did make almost immediately, however, was
to develop the Festival’s brand image. He very deliberately commissioned a designer to
create a logo for the Festival, separate from that of the University, and later recalled:
I started to look at basic things like logos … because I noticed that the letterheads used by
the Festival were just the University crest, as I remember. And I thought, we have to establish
the Festival in its own right outside the University environment or aegis… so that it stands
on its own [as] Australia’s first international arts festival….We found someone called Tim
Pearson to design a logo for us. I was very keen to have a swan in it because we’re on the
Swan River and it’s famous for the black swans … Tim Pearson did a stylised design, and
that became our logo and it appeared on everything since in one shape or another, so that
was the beginning. (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 13-14)

It was one of the first strategic decisions that he made after his appointment on a twoyear contract to the directorship of the Festival, and it signalled his intention to make the
Festival more than just an element of the University’s community relations. This showed
an awareness of the worth of the Festival brand on its own, and also removed the clear
connection with UWA, opening up the Festival to a broader audience who might have
been intimidated by the link with a tertiary educational institution.
1977 - 1978
Blenkinsop’s first Festival ran from 4 February - 7 March, 1977. It was the Silver Jubilee
Festival and Blenkinsop produced a wide cultural offering to match previous Festival
programs. Visual arts and crafts were represented by exhibitions of jewellery and the print
award at Fremantle Arts Centre, and Contemporary Australian Prints at the WA Art Gallery.
There were six drama presentations, including local company, the Hole in the Wall, which
presented Happy End by Kurt Weill, Bertolt Brecht and Dorothy Lane. Who Goes Bare
was described in the promotional flier as “A unique opportunity to enjoy a full theatrical
production together with a four course meal at an all inclusive price of $10.50”, and starred
‘Scottish balladeer’ Max Kay, who later became a well-known local politician in Perth.
Music was extremely well catered for, celebrating the opening of the new Concert Hall
organ with recitals from Gillian Weir and Anette Goerke. David Measham conducted the
Festival Proms at Perth Entertainment Centre as well as a special masterworks and a
free concert, both at the Concert Hall, and Spanish classical pianist Rafael Orozco was
also on the program. Operatic presentations were made by the WA Opera Company
and the State Opera of South Australia. International act, Jeune Ballet de France, played
for three nights, whilst the local Perth City Ballet performed at the Sunken Garden. Rock
star Rod Stewart was touring Australia at the time of the 1977 Festival, and was included
in the program, which Blenkinsop recalls clearly:
I remember when we had the press conference for the Festival, one of the press corps,
Jill Cromelin, it was the only question I had at my first press call for the Festival, only one
question, and it was, “Will Rod Stewart be bringing with him Britt Eckland”, who was
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Plate 10: Getting started – Finding the Festival Offices
David Blenkinsop explained how the Festival Offices moved to Tuart House:
I arrived and there was nowhere for me to go, and I couldn’t go to the Extension
Service office either, I had to be entirely separate. I remember David Hewson, the
Chancellor’s right-hand administrative officer, he took me round to see the possible
… buildings belonging to the University into which we could fit in some way or
other. We got in the car and had a little drive round. This would have been about
Easter Monday. … I forget what the places were but I remember two of them very
well. The first one that I remember, it was a house in Arras Street, which was next
to the morgue, and I thought this was really bizarre. Next to a morgue, that would
auger very poorly. The other one was the former seat of the Vice-Chancellor of the
University, Tuart House. And I actually said, “No, I don’t really think that Arras Street,
the thing next to the morgue, is what I would want, but the Vice-Chancellery, Tuart
House,” which of course is a big, big house on the corner, overlooking the river
and everything, I said, “It’s absolutely perfect for a major international arts festival
headquarters.” So, David Hewson took me back to the Vice Chancellor, and I met the
Vice-Chancellor, who was a chap called Whelan, and we went through all this stuff,
and then he said, “Oh no, I don’t think you could have that, no, I don’t think so, but
as it’s temporarily not being used for the Vice-Chancellery, I would be prepared to let
you have it for six months.” So I said, “Thank you very much, and let’s get on with it.”
(D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 11-12)
Lynn Blenkinsop spoke of the state of the offices, and the fight for information:
Setting up the office, I couldn’t believe it. Nobody today would put up with it, they’d
be on the next plane home! Nothing was set up. No office, no staff, nothing had been
booked, no venues, nothing in place, and this was in April, bearing in mind there was
going to be a Festival within a year. We were offered a choice of offices and Tuart
House seemed to be the best, but we were told we could only have it for a short
time. A short time is better than none. David and I set to, moved rubbish out, and,
having bought plastic gloves and cleaning equipment, cleaned the place thoroughly.
In order to find out about the Festival, we went in search of past Festival files. In John
Birman’s office, his secretary said, “Ooh, well, you could have one file.” I replied, “Well,
there are two of us. Do you think we could have two files?” So we were allowed to take
them out two at a time, and she did actually give me a notebook and some pencils.
Having no phone in the house we were living in I had to arm myself with coins, and go
to a public phone box, where I phoned round to organise interviews with prospective
staff. Can you imagine anybody doing that today? A festival director’s wife! I mean, it’s
an absolute hoot, it really is. As I say, we’d been thrown in at the deep end, and we just
had to get on with it. (L. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p.67)
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his girlfriend. It floored me completely because it was the only question. (D. Blenkinsop,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 15)

Blenkinsop was able to make a big splash on the jazz scene in this first year, having been
‘encouraged’ to do so by Don Mead, as this story recounts:
I desperately wanted to bring up and bring out and do the best we possibly could do for
jazz, because interestingly, the first note that I found on my desk, or in my portfolio that was
given to me, was a note from somebody called Don Mead, … I think it said, “G’day” and
it said, “I hope you’re going to bring some fucking jazz into this programme, because we
never get any! Signed Don Mead.” I took this really seriously, … and I said to Don Mead, …
“I will do my very best to do something about jazz in the Festival”, and therefore in the State
and the city, and I said “I’ll promise that.” (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A,
2007, pp. 17-18)

Whilst it was not true that the Festival had not previously featured jazz artists, Blenkinsop
kept his promise that year by bringing trumpet virtuoso Dizzy Gillespie to the Festival,
one of many jazz legends who were to frequent the Festival in the coming years.
As well as all the events and performances happening on UWA’s campus, Blenkinsop
decided that he had to have some way to engage people in the city with the Festival. He
stated that what he was looking for was:
something that gave the Festival profile in the city centre at all times over the three week
Festival, and I didn’t really know how to begin, but I talked to people and the first notion
I had was, why don’t we have a street festival? We’ll have a street party, we will try and
get a street closure somewhere in the city centre where we could do something, I wasn’t
quite sure what we could do but it proved to be very difficult to persuade people. Museum
Street, adjacent to the Art Gallery of WA, was the chosen place. (D. Blenkinsop, Personal
Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 32)

According to the program for 1977, the Museum Street Festival ran on four consecutive
Wednesday evenings from 9 February - 2 March, between 6-8pm, and was billed as
“one of the first street festivals to be held in Perth” (Festival of Perth, 1977, p. 29). This
also featured free street theatre by Albert Hunt. Blenkinsop described it as “one of the
most exciting and involving things” (Jenkins, 1977, p. 25):
But one of the most exciting and involving things could be street theatre. We are bringing
out Albert Hunt, a funny little Yorkshireman who has written a book about taking theatre,
some sort of happening, into people’s everyday lives. His idea is to create, in the gardens
beside Council House, a rediscovery of Australia in the year 2000. (ibid)

The first street festival and accompanying street theatre appear to have drawn crowds
and made an impression on Perth. Jill Crommelin, the same journalist who had asked
about the arrival of Britt Eckland at a previous press call, wrote about the festival within
the Festival as follows:
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The street entertainments staged by Albert Hunt, the kite flying, the Museum Street
happenings (2000 people a night) and the Festival banners, contributed richly to the
atmosphere. There were, though, some reservations about the extrovert Mr Hunt - perhaps
we have to become used to his ways. (Crommelin, 1977, p. 29)

It is interesting to note that street theatre was an aspect of Blenkinsop’s programming
from the start. It becomes increasingly grand in scale and important to audience
development in the latter years of his directorship, but it started small and generated
an excitement in people who did not have to attend an arts venue to experience the
Festival. It remains an important Festival genre to this day.
As also noted by Crommelin above, another way in which Blenkinsop tried to bring the
Festival to the notice of the city workers was through the use of banners. Developing
on from Birman’s idea to use outdoor advertising, Blenkinsop invited schools and other
community groups to make and decorate the cloth banners which would be used to
promote the Festival. This community arts initiative was picked up by The West Australian
newspaper, in an article entitled ‘The Festival: More to it than banners’:
The city will feel different, for one of his first ideas was to get all sections of the populace,
from kindergartens to service clubs, making banners – and it should look marvellous. …
He said: “The banner thing has been really exciting. The kids are saying ‘Look mum, we
made something for the Festival’. If Mum and Dad have a look at the banner when it goes
up, they may get interested in other aspects of the Festival.” (Jenkins, 1977, p. 25)

In this same article, Blenkinsop revealed what his approach would be regarding his
choice of programming to develop audiences:
[Blenkinsop] deals patiently and pragmatically with the thought that if you chase popularity
you lower standards. “We’ve looked at this in relation to music for the Festival. I think the
ABC Proms should be popular. On the other hand, we’ve got a marvellous opportunity
during the Festival to put on stronger meat in the Concert Hall. We’re doing Mahler and
Shostakovich and Britten’s Sinfonia da Requiem … In a festival, you should present
something more adventurous and exciting, otherwise it’s no festival. What we hope is that
someone tries a free concert. Then if they enjoy that they go to a prom and maybe get
excited by that. If they do, maybe they will try a concert. (Jenkins, 1977, p. 28)

At this early stage, Blenkinsop’s approach was one which was instructive for the individual,
and which simultaneously developed audiences for paid Festival events. There was the
sense that you could introduce the audience to more complex, and what he saw as
better, cultural presentations if you could reach them at a more popular level first.
1977 was also the inaugural year for the Friends of the Festival organisation. This
replaced the ‘VIP scheme’, which had previously offered discounted ticket prices and
membership of the Festival Club at University House. Blenkinsop was quick to start
organising the Friends of the Festival group, made up of people who had been strong
followers of the Festival in previous years. The new Friends of the Festival was different
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in that it was conceived of by David and his wife Lynn Blenkinsop to provide not only a
cohort of subscribers and ticket buyers, but also to provide a support organisation who
could literally perform the role of friends or hosts for Festival artists. Lynn Blenkinsop
explained it as follows:
There was no support organisation when we arrived and one of the things we wanted to
ensure was that there would be ‘bums on seats’ during Festival events. We invited people
we had met and who were really interested in the arts to attend a meeting along with
any friends they could muster. There were forty or fifty of us standing as we did not have
enough chairs. Within six months we had organised a Council of ‘Friends of the Festival’,
incorporating a few members of our newly formed social committee. … We wanted to
ensure artists would be looked after in exactly the same way as overseas friends coming
to stay in our own home and we know that the entertainment they enjoyed in Perth is
remembered with much nostalgia. (L. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007,
pp. 68-69)

Membership of Friends of the Festival was $20 per annum, students $5, life membership
was $100, and tiered corporate membership started at $100. The Friends could also
take advantage of the new Festival Wine Dozen, “at the very low prices of $22” (Festival
of Perth, 1977, pp. 20-21, 31). In its first year, more than 1,000 people joined the Friends
organisation, and the office bearers for that year were chairman Nigel Prescott, secretary
Lynn Blenkinsop, treasurer Margaret Shellam and social convenor Dianne Moxham
(UWA, 1977, p. 10).
The new Friends organisation also provided a far more important role for Blenkinsop.
Being a newcomer to Western Australia, Blenkinsop was not able to rely on his social
networks as Alexander and Birman had. He had a very restricted network in Perth, mostly
confined to the support of a few influential people in the University hierarchy who he had
met during the recruitment process. The Friends of the Festival provided Blenkinsop with
a committee of dedicated arts-lovers who were able to facilitate in-kind and other types
of support, as well as being advocates for the Festival and audience members for events
and performances.
The 1977 Festival presented 321 events and performances to an audience of 350,505
people (Festival of Perth, 1983, p. Appendix D), and it made a financial loss of $20,651
(Festival of Perth, 1981, p. Appendix F). In his first year as Director, David Blenkinsop aimed
to create more awareness of the Festival of Perth, and a greater involvement in it by the
people of Perth. The street festival provided a chance for people who didn’t want to buy
tickets or go to a venue to take part in the Festival experience. The promotional banners,
which Birman had credited with being successful in generating audience numbers in
1970, were now seen as an opportunity to involve a wider community in a creative Festival
activity. Audience members were encouraged to be more than just passive consumers
and become Friends of the Festival, with the potential of having direct access to the artists.
As well as being initiatives which created awareness of and involvement in the Festival,
they also opened up the possibility of enlarging the audience and generating sales for
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ticketed events. Their potential benefit was twofold: greater access to the Festival for the
community, and increased ticket revenue for the organisation.
Following the success of his first Festival, Blenkinsop started planning for his second,
and what was originally destined to be his last Festival, for 1978. In his own words,
Blenkinsop said of the planning for that year that:
I started to bring into play my kind of vision about several things. Music was something
of a problem over here, and I’m talking about classical music, in so much as the ABC
had a very rigid management structure. I was very anxious that we were able to use the
orchestra in a way in which I could programme what they were doing and to bring in
soloists … during the period of the Festival. I had quite a lot of problems actually even
talking to them about it. In 1978 … we had a bonus in that we were able to include in the
programme the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra … and they came with Zubin Mehta … We
also brought out from England, Philip Jones Brass Ensemble … and that was their first
tour in Australia, one of the first tours we arranged for anything during my reign. There was
another great coup in that same year, and that was that I invited Sir Michael Tippett to
come to Australia. … We also were able to pass him on to the Adelaide Festival as well…
that was one of my first great experiences of being able to bring something in, and to
share it, to have the possibility of sharing it with somebody else. (D. Blenkinsop, Personal
Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 17)

Continuing his commitment to the jazz scene, jazz featured very strongly in 1978, with not
only the Jazz Jamboree in the Supreme Court Gardens, but also the visit of international
jazz superstars Oscar Peterson and Joe Pass (see Plate 11). Other music highlights
were the visit of the Pipers and Trumpeters of Warsaw, and the local Arensky String
Quartet. The WA Opera Company performed Britten’s The Rape of Lucretia, and Robin
Haig directed the WA Ballet Company in Five Dances. Drama was again well catered
for, with two presentations from the Hole in the Wall theatre company, performances of
Shakespeare’s plays, and the University Performing Group doing The Wakefield Mystery
Plays.
The close of the 1978 Festival saw the end of Blenkinsop’s initial two year contract, but it
seems that the decision to extend the contract had already been made a year previously.
David Blenkinsop later explained that:
I came for two years … [but] I had to make a decision after my first Festival. If I’d made a
real mess of it they’d have said, “No, get on your bike, David”, but they didn’t, they let me
do a second Festival. Then I said, “I have to decide now whether I’m going back home,
going back to England, or if I’m going to stay here.” And they said, “Oh, we’d like you
to carry on.” So I carried on … for what lasted … twenty-three festivals. (D. Blenkinsop,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 42)

Blenkinsop was no longer a new immigrant to Perth and having delivered two Festivals
and retained the position of Director, he now had to continue to meet the expectations
which he had set for audiences and employer alike.
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Plate 11: Oscar - and all that jazz
Oscar Peterson is a performer who would never consider playing in an auditorium
the size of the Perth Entertainment Centre. The man who is one of the most recorded
artists in jazz history said yesterday that to do so would be ‘suicide’. ‘No fan of
mine would go,’ he said. Relaxing at his Perth hotel yesterday Mr Peterson said that
true jazz was, for him, an art form in which the performer tried to achieve a flow of
personal ideas through his instrument to the audience. (“Oscar - and all that jazz”,
1978, p. 11)
A review in The West Australian newspaper:
Oscar Peterson, jazz pianist par excellence, appeared in concert with guitarist Joe
Pass at the Perth Concert Hall last night. Playing to a crowded and absorbed house,
both players demonstrated sure technical mastery allied to improvisational skills of
a high order. In a first half dedicated to solo numbers Joe Pass set the pace with
a selection which opened with a peaceful but cunningly varied arrangement of the
Londonderry Air. Using well-worn melodies such as ‘Pennies from Heaven,’ he
established a mood which Oscar Peterson maintained and expanded. Having heard
him play, there is no mystery about why he has stayed at the top for a long time. An
obvious perfectionist, the actual quality of his piano touch could well be the envy
of many concert pianists. This showed particularly in the quieter numbers such as
‘I’m in the Mood for Love’. All the tricks of ornamentation, … were there, … and
all came together to provide the apparently effortless performance and expertise.
After the interval the two players came together to reconcile the incompatible in a
dialogue between piano and guitar, complementing each other with matching ability
and a touch of humour, as the improvisational ball was thrown from one to the other,
sometimes at dazzling speed. (Moore Morgan, 1978, p. 42)
Blenkinsop told how he brought Oscar Peterson to Perth, Adelaide and Sydney:
I was going to bring a big star out, [that] was Oscar Peterson. I didn’t quite know how I
was going to get Oscar Peterson, because it was just an idea …. I just talked to a few
people, “How do I get in touch with … Oscar Peterson’s agent.” The name I had to talk to
was Norman Granz … one of the very, very greatest jazz entrepreneurs. From somebody I
got his telephone number and I rang him. “Hello! ... Who are you?” “You’ll not have heard
of me, I’m a total stranger, but my name is David Blenkinsop and I’ve just taken over the
direction of the Perth Arts Festival in Western Australia, and I’m very, very interested in
engaging Oscar Peterson, to come to our next festival if that’s possible.” “Oh yeah, yeah,
… maybe – yeah, I’ll have a look at it and come back to you.”
Anyway, to cut a very long story short, he agreed! The fee, I was expecting it to
be absolutely horrendous … but Norman Granz, he said “Yes, absolutely fine.” So
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we brought him and he brought with him … Joe Pass, one of the great jazz
guitarists of all time and we presented them at two concerts in Perth, and then
they went to Adelaide, and then, the cheekiest thing I could possibly have done
was to get them into the Sydney Opera House.
I had no contact whatsoever with the Sydney Opera House, I had no idea. I
found out … who was the general manager, and when I said, “Would you be
interested in taking Oscar Peterson?” and the answer came back, “Would I be
interested in taking Oscar Peterson, I’ll say I would!” he said. So we presented
him in the Sydney Opera House, and we did two concerts and on the first of
the concerts we broke the house record for the Sydney Opera House. We had
people, it was a capacity audience in the hall, and we had fifty, sixty people
sitting on the platform around the artists, and we did it twice, and it was a riot. (D.
Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 18)

1979
The Festival of Perth’s Director did not have a specific remit to improve the standard of
cultural offerings in Western Australia. The Blenkinsops, however, clearly thought that
something needed to be done to present a model for the local companies to aspire to.
Lynn Blenkinsop noted that, “in this isolated place we need to have a benchmark” (L.
Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 74). They were not the only people
to think that culturally, Perth was still a backwater. “In 1978 one of Australia’s best known
art dealers was said to have cast ‘a disparaging eye over Perth’, describing it as ‘a
cultural concentration camp’ ” (Gregory, 2003, p. 178). To counteract this, and to provide
examples of what he thought the benchmark should be, Blenkinsop adopted a ‘shopping
trolley’ style of directorship, in that he looked nationally and internationally for companies,
performances and attractions which he could transport to Perth. These companies and
performers presented their wares as part of the Festival smorgasbord, and then moved
on. In looking overseas for acts that he felt achieved the standards he had set for the
Festival Blenkinsop often left the local companies feeling overlooked, which continued
the tensions evident in the Birman years. Lynn Blenkinsop later commented that:
When local companies were not included in the Festival, because David didn’t consider
them good enough, he had a lot of enemies. But, looking back on it, I’m sure they realise,
and if they were truthful would say, well, actually, we were not up to par. (L. Blenkinsop,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 74)

Frey and Busenhart, in their book chapter entitled ‘Special Exhibitions and Festivals:
Culture’s Booming Path to Glory’ (1996), outline both the benefits and disadvantages
of including local talent in an international festival program, in this case a music festival:
A glamorous and highly advertised festival raises people’s interest in serious music and
may induce them to also attend the local performing art venue. A side-effect is that the
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visitors have higher expectations concerning the quality and professionality of the local
performers. They may realise that they are sometimes far from top class, which tends to
reduce attendance. (pp. 292-293)

It would appear that the debate over the local standard versus the international
benchmark was not restricted to Perth alone. Questions about Blenkinsop’s ‘shopping
trolley’ approach to programming by parachuting in international acts, and complaints
from the local arts scene, were to mark the remainder of Blenkinsop’s term of office for
the next twenty-one years.
As an example of Blenkinsop’s desire to bring the best in contemporary theatre practice
to the people of Perth, playwright Tom Stoppard’s work was featured prominently in
the 1979 Festival. There was a production of Night and Day featuring actress Honor
Blackman at the Playhouse Theatre, and the Hole in the Wall theatre company presented
After Magritte (see Plate 12). The film program was not limited to the international film
season at the Somerville Auditorium, but also included films for children at the Village
Cinema, and an Australian film retrospective in Fremantle.
In 1978, Blenkinsop asked prominent WA artist Robert Juniper to create a promotional
design for the 1979 Festival, which was to be used on posters, banners and the
program front cover. This was not the first time that Juniper had done so for the Festival,
having previously created a design for the 1969 Festival. This was the first in a series
of commissions to create an artwork to convey the idea and energy of the Festival to
the public which became an annual element of Blenkinsop’s directorship. It was one of
the main ways in which Blenkinsop included visual artists in the Festival line-up, but the
commissions were unpaid and the artists received only an increased profile through the
dissemination of their work as a result. The series of twenty-two original artworks was
originally hung in the offices at Tuart House, and many are still there today (2011).
1980 - 1982
On 2 October 1979, the new Art Gallery of Western Australia building opened in the
Perth Cultural Centre precinct in Northbridge. The Festival had a long and chequered
relationship with the Art Gallery. The relationship with Laurie Thomas, who was gallery
director from 1952-1956, had been good and mutually beneficial, but the relationship
with director Frank Norton, who was appointed in 1958, had been less successful.
During the latter years of Birman’s directorship, Norton had not wanted to host major
Festival exhibitions in the old gallery, as this may have suggested that it remained a viable
venue (M. Adams, 1981, p. 176).
These concerns disappeared with the appointment of Frank Ellis as director in 1978, who
oversaw the opening of the new purpose-built gallery (Dufour, 1997, p. 8). The new venue
hosted Lidia Grychtolowna playing Chopin during the 1980 Festival. This was the first of
many exhibition and event partnerships between the Festival and the new Art Gallery of
Western Australia. Also in this year, the Festival reached outside of Perth with the WA Arts
Council supporting events held in the regional centres of Geraldton and Bunbury.
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Plate 12: Bringing British playwright Tom Stoppard to Perth
Blenkinsop explains how Night and Day came to be part of the 1979 program, and the
consequences for future Festivals:
In 1978, when preparing for the 1979 Festival, which was a big festival here because
it was the sesquicentenary celebrations of the State, I had an idea to bring Tom
Stoppard, the famous British playwright, to do the first performance in Australia of his
new play, Every Good Boy Deserves Favour, which was a piece of music written by
Andre Previn, written for symphony orchestra and actors.
I had to go to Sydney to talk to the ABC moguls who controlled concert music in
those days. Unfortunately, I got nowhere and I came back very disappointed and
I phoned Tom in London and said, “We just can’t do this piece, exciting as it is,
we’re just going to have to do another piece,” which we did, a piece called Night
and Day with Honor Blackman in the leading role. What it did force me to do was to
assess exactly what I was going to do with music in future festivals, and I went into
the business of bringing in international orchestras from overseas. (ABC WA: David
Blenkinsop Documentary, 1999)
The 1979 program brochure talked up Stoppard’s visit to WA:
Tom Stoppard is the most dazzling and original of the new British playwrights, as well
as being one of the most successful. He will visit Australia for the first time to spend
a fortnight at the Festival of Perth, where two of his plays, Night and Day and After
Magritte, will be performed.…Stoppard’s other activities will include his participation
in a lunchtime forum at the Festival Club on 13 February, and his one-hour self styled
‘act’ at the Playhouse theatre on 17 February. (Festival of Perth, 1979, p. 11)
The Night and Day program noted:
Honor Blackman, who has arrived in Perth for a 3-week engagement with the National
Theatre Company at the Playhouse, is excited about her visit for at least two reasons.
One is that the lead role she will play in Tom Stoppard’s highly acclaimed new play
Night and Day is ‘intelligent, fun and I don’t have to cry’. Though an ardent admirer of
Tom Stoppard’s works, Honor will be meeting Britain’s premier playwright for the first
time during the Festival of Perth. She compliments Stoppard for demonstrating a fine
understanding of women, and for ‘giving them a mind’ in his plays.

ANNE M RENNIE

[ 105

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

British comic talent was out in force during the 1980 Festival, with Jasper Carrott making
his first visit to Australia and Richard Stilgoe and Spike Milligan also putting in appearances.
The Hole in the Wall theatre company put on put on two shows, Roses in One Season by
Doreen Clarke and A Man of Many Parts by Jack Hibberd, and music ranged from from
the Netherlands Wind Ensemble and the Warsaw National Philharmonic Orchestra, to big
brass sounds and folk music. Renowned composer Peter Maxwell Davies appeared with
the Fires of London Music Theatre Group at Perth Concert Hall. Jazz was well represented,
with the Stan Getz Quintet, the Tania Maria Trio, and the Charlie Byrd Trio all performing.
This was also the year that Blenkinsop brought Bill Ashton and the National Youth Jazz
Orchestra of Great Britain over to Perth. In a 1999 documentary, he later explained that:
I invited a wonderful orchestra of young kids from Britain to come here, the National Youth
and Jazz Orchestra of Britain, and their founder and leader Bill Ashton. I invited them out here
for one reason, to demonstrate to the people of Australia … that it would be wonderful to
somehow emulate this orchestra by forming our own youth jazz orchestra in Australia, and
particularly in Perth. And I took on board a great local musicians’ union man, Harry Bluck,
who gave me great support. Out of that visit came the formulation of the West Australian
Youth Jazz Orchestra, and it became good enough for us to bring, two years later (1985),
the wonderful big band jazz person from New York, Toshiko Akiyoshi. That was a great, great
moment for me because something creative and positive, one of the first wonderful things
that I had managed to achieve, particularly in jazz here, had come to fruition. That band still
goes strong to this day. (ABC WA: David Blenkinsop Documentary, 1999)

Another venue became available to Blenkinsop for the first time, as1980 also saw the reopening of His Majesty’s Theatre after it had been bought by the state government in 1977
and refurbished in the historical style of its original opening year of 1904. Brisbane-born
Garth Welch, who had just become artistic director of the West Australian Ballet, presented
Dance for the 80s as a late Festival-supported event in the newly re-opened venue.
Links with the Festival history were further enhanced and diminished in 1980. Fred
Alexander was invited to become the Festival’s President, of which he later commented,
“I was happy … to accept indefinite appointment as President of the Festival. As such I
have continued to attend board meetings, and to offer support for experimental expansion,
tempered occasionally perhaps by words of caution” (Alexander, 1987, pp. 40-41). The
sad passing of Pauline Steele, the Festival’s publicity officer from 1976 onwards, left a
gap in the team which had managed the transition from one director to the next. Sherry
Hopkins took over the role of press officer at this time.
1981 was Blenkinsop’s fifth festival, and the wide range of programming suggested that
he was now comfortable in the job and ready to broaden his festival vision by keeping

David Blenkinsop with art historian and curator Lou Klepac
David is holding Russell Drysdale’s design for the Festival of Perth
Programme Cover, 1980
Courtesy David and Lynn Blenkinsop
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Figure: David Blenkinsop with art historian and curator Lou
Klepac is not available in this version of the thesis
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some aspects of the Festival the same, playing with the format of others, and adding
new initiatives to the mix. Along with the expected range of performances from local
and overseas companies, Blenkinsop initiated various smaller, niche festivals within the
Festival to appeal to different target audiences. In doing so, Blenkinsop was aided by
a team of six staff, seventeen Festival of Perth committee members, fourteen advisory
board members and the five members of the Friends of the Festival committee.
Once again there was a range of music, with the local UWA Music Department
performing the Beethoven violin and piano sonatas, and the ABC Orchestra performing
Mahler’s Resurrection. These sat alongside the Polish Chamber Orchestra, conducted
by Jerzy Maksimiuk, and the UK’s Halle Orchestra, conducted by James Loughran.
Two tales from the musical selection on offer that year serve to show how audiences
were waiting and willing to embrace an Australian experience. When Manchester’s
Halle Orchestra played God Save the Queen, “one lady protester [drew] wrath upon her
head for refusing to stand” (Bradbury, 1981), as Advance Australia Fair was not officially
recognised as the national anthem until 19 April 1984. David Measham conducted
the Proms and Leslie Anderson of The Sunday Times newspaper recommended the
performance, but questioned why it was still so British in flavour with Union Jack
flags being waved along to the singing of Land of Hope and Glory, both very strong
traditions lifted directly from the English Proms held annually in London. There was the
suggestion that these could be swapped for the Australian flag and Waltzing Matilda
(Anderson, 1981).
Drama ranged from the traditional (Shakespeare at His Majesty’s Theatre) to the
fashionable (David Mamet’s Sexual Perversity in Chicago, performed by the Hole in
the Wall). From overseas the Old Vic Theatre Company, led by Timothy West, and the
Zagreb Theatre Company both performed. Contemporary dance was represented by
Jonathan Taylor’s Australian Dance Theatre performing British ballerina Maina Gielgud’s
Steps, Notes and Squeaks. In the galleries, there was an exhibition of metalcrafts at
Fremantle Arts Centre, and Will Dyson - Cartoons, Caricatures and Prints: 1900-1938
at the Undercroft Gallery. A children’s festival was held at the Mount Lawley College
of Advanced Education, which was the second time that events had been staged
specifically for family audiences.
The city centre street entertainments had moved from Museum Street to the Hay Street
Mall, and in 1981 moved back into Northbridge. Street festival events took place on
Saturday nights from 7-28 February, with bands and dance groups performing on James
Street. Blenkinsop later recounted how the Northbridge Festival came about and the role
it played in the longer term regeneration of the area:
I had an approach from a guy called Geoff Summerhay, who was an architect who worked
in Northbridge. And he said, ‘Do you think that you could next year do something in
Northbridge, because it’s very run down?....We’ve got to try and do something in that
part of the city and this seems to be a perfect way of doing this.’ We moved the festival
from Hay Street Mall where it had been very successful and we took it into Northbridge,
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[and had] street entertainers, [and] a couple of restaurants in one street opened so people
could get their food there. The rest is history really because it got stronger and stronger
and stronger, and that part of the city was rejuvenated. (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview,
Appendix A, 2007, p. 33)

One of the most important innovations of 1981 was called the workshop festival, which
again built on the Festival’s original aim of ‘edutainment’ for the audiences, offering
something in addition to an artistic experience. In association with UWA’s extension
service, a series of twice daily workshops were held in which visiting artists provided
teaching opportunities or question and answer sessions about their work. These were
attended by over two thousand people, which demonstrated that there was a desire
from Perth audiences and performers to “maximise the impact and value of the talents
of visiting artists while they were in Perth” (Festival of Perth, 1981, p. 5).
The result of this diverse range of activities was that the twenty-ninth Festival of Perth
was a great success, with audience figures of just over 400,000 attendances, and ticket
sales exceeding 150,000. The West Australian noted that with a budget of $1.4million,
this was the most expensive Festival to date, but that the books were expected to
balance (“Fine Festival”, 1981).
Like many arts organisations, the 1980s was a time when the Festival had to become
more targeted in its approach to finding sponsorship from private enterprise. A fundraising
pack was sent out to companies in Perth, encouraging them to become involved in the
Festival through a tiered sponsorship system and offering the possibility of a range of
promotional opportunities and complimentary tickets. In 1981, Diana Warnock wrote
an article for the Financial Review entitled ‘The Festival of Perth outgrows its modest
origins’, which stated that,
the most dramatic changes have resulted from the efforts of the present director…(he) has a
considerable flair for publicity, boundless drive, an entrepreneurial spirit and a determination
to involve the people in what he sees as their own festival. He has also shown great skill as
an arm-twister, attracting corporate support with remarkable success. (Warnock, 1981)

In the first few years of Blenkinsop’s directorship there was a rapid growth of the Festival,
in terms of it becoming a much more structured, professional arts organisation, which
sought out opportunities to build on corporate objectives as well as community ones.
The Festival’s own sponsorship package noted that in the four festivals spanning 19771980, private sector sponsorship rose by over 700%. In real terms this still only amounted
to $87,000 in 1980, in a year when box office receipts totaled over $697,000 (Festival of
Perth, 1980, Fundraising Letter). This was, nevertheless, a significant growth which did
not go un-noticed by UWA, as it was mentioned in its own publication Campus in the
Community in 1988, with the following summary of the Festival’s development during
this time:
By 1980 the Festival had been radically restructured, grown into a million-dollar enterprise
and won world-wide respect from leading theatrical companies and artists. It also assumed
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the role of international entrepreneur which enabled it to select those attractions it required
and pass them on to other Australian and overseas festivals. Between 1976 and 1980 the
size and scope of the Festival grew dramatically and paid attendances rose by 300 per
cent. State and local government funding continued but not at the rate the Festival had
hoped for so the Director looked to the corporate sector for additional financial support.
Although still based on campus the Festival in 1980 was no longer seen as an exclusively
University event, but one which drew a significant number of its attractions from a broad
cross-section of the community, particularly to its open-air rock concerts and street
activities. (Craig, 1988, pp. 63-64)

This additional financial support from the corporate sector had become important enough
to receive acknowledgement on the first page of the 1982 Festival program brochure.
The list of acknowledgements ranged from businesses such as Alcoa Australia, the
sponsors of the exhibition program that year, to Air India, Ansett, Qantas and Singapore
airline companies, and Cruikshank Tobacco Products. Cultural organisations such as the
Art Gallery of Western Australia received credit (presumably as a venue and a contributor
to the visual arts program), as did co-producers of performing arts events, including
E&B Theatre productions of London for their assistance in bringing the Black Theatre
of Prague to Perth in that year. Media organisations 96FM Stereo, Swan Television &
Radio Broadcasters Limited (Channel 9-6KY), The Observer Newspaper and West
Australian Newspapers Limited also featured. Alongside these were named individuals
who had contributed in some way, and sporting bodies the Western Australian Cricket
Association, Polo Association, Trotting Association and Turf Club. All these entities
received the same billing, simply listed in alphabetical order. By 1982 the range of
stakeholders represented reflected the Festival’s growing need to diversify its income
sources and in-kind supporters. It also demonstrated the range of sporting events which
Blenkinsop was willing to accept into the Festival’s cultural sphere in order to create an
event with wide-ranging appeal.
In the program for 1982, the newly formed Swan River State Company presented The
Dreamers by Jack Davis, who also played the role of Worru in it. Lynette and Maxine
Narkle also starred, and the piece was directed by company founder Andrew Ross. In
the program brochure for The Dreamers, the opening statement says:
The Swan River Stage Company was formed early last year with the initial idea of presenting
a season for the 1982 Festival of Perth. The company aims to develop new plays using
local talent and also to utilise the creative abilities of the production team to develop new
performance environments … Above all the company aims to provide Perth with fully
professional, innovative productions of a consistently high standard. (Swan River Stage
Company, 1982)

This new, local company had been formed in Perth, with the clear intention of presenting
work at the Festival. This statement recognises the Festival as something to aim
towards, both in terms of a timescale for the company being up and running, and as
a benchmark for the quality of work that would be suitable for inclusion. The Dreamers
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was a breakthrough theatre piece because of its Western Australian origins, focus, and
uncompromising look at Aboriginal life. Adam Shoemaker, in his book Black Words
White Page, clarifies why the writing performance style of The Dreamers presented such
a challenge to the audience:
The Dreamers is not set in the past. Nevertheless, while not obviously historical in the
temporal sense, it is strongly imbued with the sense of a specifically Aboriginal history.
This is as a result of the Nyoongah language used throughout, the reminiscences of the
old Aboriginal, Worru, and the strong Black Australian atmosphere established by the
dream dances and didgeridoo music which bracket various scenes. However, the play
is also consciously and overtly Black Australian in the contemporary sense, depicting
the lifestyle of a typical Aboriginal urban household in the 1980s. Moreover, the almost
entirely Aboriginal cast, setting and recollections, and the ever-present Nyoongah
represent a challenge to the white theatre-goer and provide a unifying, contemporary
sense of identification for Black Australians in the audience. Thus, in order to understand
The Dreamers, it is important to realise that it portrays the Aboriginal past preserved in
the present in a distinctive, memorable and entertaining fashion. … What makes Davis’s
drama so distinctive and so important in historical terms is the unique Aboriginal lens
through which he views these events. The legacy of the Black Australian past emerges in
the way the speech is constructed as much as it does through the content of that speech.
In short, The Dreamers is steeped in Black Australian history, even when Davis is not
writing about the past. (Shoemaker, 2004, pp. 133-134)

This presentation of an unsanitised, and hence a confrontational, version of
contemporary Aboriginal life and culture in Western Australia, as seen through the eyes
of an Indigenous playwright, was a ground-breaking theatre piece. It was not a first
for Festival programming, as James Penberthy and Mary Durack’s opera Dalgerie in
1958, and 1967’s Aboriginal Theatre presentation had preceded it, but it was the first
presentation conceived by an Aboriginal writer. In the Festival’s theatre program of 1982,
The Dreamers sat alongside the work of WA playwright Dorothy Hewett, The Fields of
Heaven, staged by the National Theatre Company. There were also international drama
productions by The Black Theatre of Prague, Steven Berkoff’s London Theatre Group
and the Piccolo Teatro di Milano.
Sir Sidney Nolan not only designed the poster for the 1982 Festival (see Plate 13), but
his Ern Malley Collection was on display at the Art Gallery of Western Australia from 5
February - 7 March. New circus troupe Circus Oz performed at McCallum Park, and
continuing the tradition of successfully attracting big-name jazz stars to the Festival,
George Melly played one night at the Perth Concert Hall. Noted singer, actor and director
Robyn Archer played in her own show Robyn Archer at Large, which relied heavily on
the spoken word. Archer made an impact on Australia’s festival scene not just through
her performances, but would also become artistic director of the Adelaide Arts Festival
in 1998 and 2000, the Melbourne International Arts Festival in 2003, and Tasmania’s Ten
Days on the Island festival in 2001, 2003 and 2005.
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Plate 13: Sidney Nolan’s artworks and the proposed
publicity image
In 2007, David Blenkinsop took great delight in retelling the stories surrounding the publicity
image for the 1982 Festival:
One special moment came in 1981 when I was discussing with colleagues at the
state gallery, and it … seemed to me and my colleagues at the art gallery that it would
be wonderful if we were able to continue the notion of having great artists produce
images for our posters publicising the Festival. It seemed that Sidney Nolan would be
the perfect person to approach.
I went to London, not simply to talk to Sid Nolan, … and I went to his apartment
which was on the Thames Embankment, quite, quite close to the Savoy Hotel. We
went out and we chatted about it, and I said, “I would really like you to do this.” He
was very charming, and said, “Oh, yes, I’d like to do it.” I showed him some of the
things we’d done before and he said, “Oh, yes, I think I have an idea.” On that basis,
we shook hands, and I didn’t think too much about it at the time.
Then one day there was a delivery … it was a parcel done properly, it was from Sid
Nolan, and we were expecting something really exciting. The whole staff in the office,
came into my office and they clustered round me, as I ripped the brown paper from
the parcel. And I was very careful about it and I opened it up and took the top page
off, and shock, horror, this was the Festival poster. It’s a rather crude picture of a
kangaroo, and over the top of it, it’s a kind of cut-out from a book, it’s the head of
DH Lawrence. I was so shocked, and I thought, “This is just - it won’t sell anything.”
I was so sad, I was so disappointed, not sad, but very disappointed. And I talked to
everybody, and I talked to the staff and I realised that what I had to do was to ring Sid
up, I couldn’t write to him, I had to ring him up, and say that: “Sid, I don’t like it too
much.”
The office thought that was a good idea. I picked up the phone and all the office
staff were outside the glass door to the hallway, there were clustered round and
the bastards had actually opened the door so they could hear everything, and were
waiting to hear how I was going to deal with Sid Nolan and I went on the phone and
I said, “It really wasn’t what we were expecting. I just think that we need something
which is a more powerful image somehow.” He was very quiet on the other end of the
telephone and then he said, “Well, ok, I’ll do something.”
Anyway, to cut a very long story short, my colleagues at the Festival they did a terrible
thing, they did a jape. They got a canvas, a cardboard, and … they fixed this up,
and I duly opened it, firmly believing that this was the new thing that Sid Nolan had
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sent. And of course, it was the kangaroo with my head in the middle of it. …
Sid eventually sent through the cover, for the Festival, which was this … black
swan, a bit like our logo, but with Nolan’s signature on the bottom, so it’s worth
a bob or two. (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 20-21)

Figure: The Sidney Nolan 'jape' played on David Blenkinsop by his colleagues, and Nolan's final design for the
Festival of Perth Programme Cover, 1982 is not available in this version of the thesis

The Sidney Nolan ‘jape’ played on David
Blenkinsop by his colleagues, and
Nolan’s final design for the Festival of
Perth Programme Cover, 1982
Courtesy David and Lynn Blenkinsop, and
State Library of NSW (Posters/Festivals/39)

1983
There were two sides to the Festival in 1983; the official events, and a newly created
‘Fringe’. The main program served up the usual Festival fare. An evening with Queen
Victoria, starring Prunella Scales, played between 21 February – 5 March, at both the
Dolphin and Octagon Theatres on the UWA campus. American comedienne Phyllis Diller
was at the Perth Concert Hall for one night only, and George Melly attended the Festival
for the second year in a row. Asian art featured strongly, with an exhibition from Tokyo’s
Idemitsu collection on show at the Art Gallery of Western Australia. By this time, after
directing six Festivals, Blenkinsop had clearly found his feet and was able to bring in big
international names to Perth, from all sectors of the culture, arts and entertainment fields.
The most interesting happening of 1983 was the creation of the Festival Fringe (see Plate
14). The first poster for Fringe Festival, designed by mural artist Sam Abercrombie, had
emblazoned on it in bold letters ‘High Australian Content’, presumably as a counterpoint
to the influx of international acts and performers appearing at the Festival itself. In the
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article ‘Festival Fever: showcasing theatre’, Geoffrey Milne explains the rationale behind
the creation of the Fringe Festival, and its severance from the main Festival:
In 1983, a fringe festival of sorts was pitted against the increasingly international Festival
of Perth by a group of oppositional artists aiming to create a space for Western Australian
arts. After several years working parallel with the main festival in single venues like the
Maltings in North Perth, in 1985 the Festival Fringe Society of Perth Inc (the organisation’s
official name) undertook a study of other fringe festivals. In 1987 it determined to sever all
ties with the older festival and from 1988 to go it alone in the new time of October, and to
rename itself as Artrage. It vastly increased in size and scope when it mounted fifty-eight
events in Perth and Fremantle, … Artrage presents a substantial theatre programme, the
vast majority of it home-written and produced. In 1987 for example, theatre made up
nearly half of the programm. (Milne, 2004, p. 383)

The 1983 Festival Fringe was driven by locals looking to progress performance
opportunities and theatre genres. The inaugural event was organised and run by Meg
Sheen, who had previously co-ordinated the Hyde Park Festival in Perth, the City of
Perth’s community arts officer Ali Sumner, and arts administrator Paula Silbert, and they
were assisted by a dedicated committee of volunteers. It did receive limited support from
the Festival of Perth, a financial contribution of $3,000, and Paula Silbert was paid $300
for her role in managing the Fringe event (Bevis, 2008, p. 40).
Like the main Festival, the Fringe was also very diverse in the range of activities it
accepted as artforms, as The West Australian observed:
The Festival Fringe begins this month (before the Festival of Perth which opens on
February 11) and some of its 39 events will still be going by the end of March. The range
of entertainment could scarcely be more varied. At one end there is Wagner’s The Flying
Dutchman presented by the WA Opera and the ABC in the Perth Concert Hall to mark
the 100th anniversary of Wagner’s death. … Other fringe events include ballet, theatrerestaurant (The Naked Vicar Show), art and craft exhibitions, a play about the role of
Mum in our society called The Australian, film-as-art at the WA Art Gallery, the Hyde Park
Festival, German political posters, Salvador Dali etchings and poetry and performance of
Torquato Tasso by Goethe. (Crommelin, 1983)

There was no theme driving the Fringe Festival, and all artforms and events were
welcomed. This was apparent by the curious combination of Wagner’s works being
performed on the same program as farce being shown in a theatre-restaurant setting.
In this way, the Fringe was not much different to the Festival itself in the broad range of
acts accepted as part of the program.
In another similarity to the main Festival, the Fringe tried to create a loyal following
through a membership scheme. A ‘Fringe Club’ was set up at the Nexus Centre, and
people could join for a membership fee of $5 for 12 months. This entitled members to a
discounted entry rate of $1 ($3 for non-members), and also encouraged people to come
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to the year-round program of events. These varied from talent quests and rock shows,
to classical music performances and movie and video nights (“Festival Fringe”, 1983).
The Fringe acted as an umbrella organisation, providing a banner for the endorsement
of any artists and arts organisations holding an exhibition or performance during Festival
time and looking for promotional opportunities. The timescale of late January to late
March was long enough to encompass a large number of events and please a lot of
local artists and performers who may have been feeling displaced by the big names
arriving for the official Festival. There was an implied critique of the Festival of Perth
through the creation of a more locally-focussed Fringe festival, although there is also the
potential to see this as the Festival prompting the local arts community to take action
and share in the atmosphere. What was happening locally was also a part of a growing
trend in arts festival formats and functions nationally and internationally, with a rise in
the number of fringe festivals running simultaneously to the ‘official’ festival. Edinburgh’s
fringe festival was founded in 1947, Adelaide’s in 1960, and Melbourne’s in 1982, so the
Perth arts community were lagging behind their international and national counterparts
in the creation of a concurrent festival led by local arts practitioners.

Chapter 6 Reflections
From the 1977 Festival onwards, the Festival of Perth had a new director, but not necessarily
a distinctly new direction. There was still a very strong feeling that the Festival’s role was to
bring events and performances to Perth that it was not yet capable of producing for itself,
despite the best efforts of Alexander and Birman over the previous 24 years. Blenkinsop
had the notion that WA’s artistic community was still on a steep learning curve, and that
only outside influences would do to complete its cultural training. This was not just about
improving arts companies, but improving arts audiences as well; expanding the minds and
cultivating the tastes of the people of the ‘provincial backwater’ that was Perth.
Blenkinsop’s method of doing this was largely through deploying the ‘shopping trolley’
approach to programming; seeking out the best he could find on an international stage,
and buying it in, budget allowing. Blenkinsop set the tone early with international stars who
were renowned beyond their own particular artform, such as Oscar Peterson and Tom
Stoppard. This set up tensions between himself and the local arts community, who had
perhaps thought that a change in director might have meant a change in programming
policy, and more direct funding of and support for home-grown arts events and cultural
activities. This created enough animosity to galvanise a section of the community into
founding a rival Fringe Festival to cater for those companies, and audiences, who felt
left out. Blenkinsop was not only able to bring these international events to Perth, but
he was also able to share the spoils with other arts festivals in Australia; as well as the
biennial Adelaide Festival, there was now also the Sydney Festival which took place in
January from 1977 on, before the Festival of Perth each year.
Nationally, the festival scene was taking off, and Perth was at the forefront of this activity
having been the first Australian city to realise the benefits of an international, annual
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Plate 14: The creation of the Festival Fringe
This was a very real response to local dissatisfaction with the main Festival program, and
provided another opportunity for press criticism and debate.
An alternative to Festival theatre
“Something for everyone” has been the cry of every showbiz promoter since the first
strolling players hauled their carts into the village square. Tertiary institutions are, it
seems, no exception. And lecturer in theatre arts at WAIT, Tony Nicholls, declares that the
season which opens in the Hayman Theatre tonight will appeal right across the board. Mr
Nicholls believes he is voicing a general feeling of discontent in the community about the
Festival of Perth - “Its content, its quality and its cost.” With these things in mind, he said,
drama people at WAIT had been thinking for some time about alternatives. When Festival
Fringe (a body which has received a faintly patronising pat on the head, but nothing else
from the Festival proper) was announced, they decided the climate was right to mount
a season containing a representative range of theatre, which should, in age and interest,
entertain a good cross-section of the public. It would also, said Nicholls, benefit a number
of students to be involved - not merely in an individual production, but a repertory season
where they would work as a group. So when FOP’s big guns go off next week, WAIT will
open its first production. (Sadka, 1983, p. 56)
Festival needs a spark, says Dean
People needed to become more deeply involved in the Festival of Perth, the Dean of
Perth, the Very Rev. David Robarts said, yesterday. “The festival is not entrenched in
people as much as it should be,” he said. He believed that the festival committee did a
good job but more vitality was needed. If the festival did not strike a responsive chord
in the community it would perish. Writing in the St George’s Cathedral newsletter,
Dean Robarts said that a fine range of programmes was no substitute for something
to celebrate and the experience of a festival mood. How much impact did the festival
have upon the people of Perth and what seemed to be general decline of interest in
festival events he asked. The organisers were no doubt looking for the answers to
such questions. The reasons for such a problem could be found in various factors
such as the demands of an annual festival, the wisdom or otherwise of its timing and
a programme which centred on a brief and intense burst of activity. Other factors
could be an insufficient broad base of appeal, the low priority given to many people
concerning time and payment on cultural activities, the current economic climate and
the regular visits of artists to Perth. Festival planners were conscious of such factors
and catered for pensioners, students and the unemployed. The festival also had to
battle constantly against Australia’s great cultural torpor and a growing ‘canned’
entertainment industry at home. The festival director, Mr David Blenkinsop, said
yesterday that this year’s festival was one of the most varied yet and catered for a wide
range of people. (Robarts, 1983, p. 9)
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festival. Milne endorses the fact that the Festival had by this time become increasingly
international in flavour, due not only to Blenkinsop’s choice of acts, but also through his
ability to work with other Australian festivals to share the burden of costs involved in
bringing artists to Perth from overseas.
Blenkinsop cleverly ‘networked’ with other festivals and presenters to bring some
productions to Australia; a show could play first for Sydney, then go to Perth and Adelaide
with each presenter sharing the costs. … Asian theatre began to appear at Perth in 1983
and remained a regular feature, along with theatre from the USA. Thus by 1983 Blenkinsop
could bill his annual event as a truly ‘International Festival of Arts’. (Milne, 2004, p. 376)

It should be noted that this process had begun in earnest during Birman’s directorship,
particularly with regard to the inclusion of Asian dance in the Festival, and so Blenkinsop
was building on the legacy he had inherited.
The Festival of Perth brochures from the years 1977-1983 attest to the range of events
that Blenkinsop was willing to incorporate into his Festivals in order to have a full program.
Recognised artforms were covered from several angles. Free family entertainment usually
consisted of a series of concerts in the Supreme Court Gardens, such as the opening
concert, Big Brass concert, Jazz Jamboree and ‘Top of the Pops’. Performance ranged
from serious drama to theatre-restaurant cabaret. Dance was represented by classical
ballet, contemporary dance and the annual ballroom dance pageant (usually held at the
Perth Entertainment Centre). Music ranged from opera and classical concerts to touring
pop and rock bands. The visual arts and crafts offerings from local galleries were included,
if not directly programmed or supported. Alongside these, sporting events such as cricket
matches, horse racing and sailing regattas were also awarded a place in the program
brochure. The programs demonstrated that Blenkinsop was trawling the world’s arts scene
to bring what he believed were high-quality cultural experiences to the people of Perth.
Cricket matches, however, also took place at the WACA ground in Perth most summers,
and the inclusion of them in the program brochure was convenient rather than strategic.
While the Festival of Perth operated as a curated, focused festival in terms of the cultural
offering, it also as acted as an umbrella organisation for generic promotion of the full range
of events and activities happening in Perth for the duration of each Festival. In this way the
Festival of Perth at this time conformed to what O’Sullivan and Jackson would later class
as a ‘big-bang’ festival, in that it acted as “a marketing tool that promote[d] a myriad of
related activities over a defined geographical area” (O’Sullivan & Jackson, 2002, p.331).
Blenkinsop’s desire to have greater community involvement in the Festival was evident
from the start. It was shown in his first year by the community arts initiative to decorate
the Festival’s promotional banners for St Georges Terrace, and also through the street
festivals and street theatre events which were a definite and deliberate part of Blenkinsop’s
programming from the beginning. One aspect of Blenkinsop’s first few festivals which
fitted in to the ‘home-grown’ model of festival types was the creation of the Northbridge
festival. This initiative came from grass-roots level, with a request from a local architect
for street festival events. Using the Festival as a catalyst to reactivate the then run-
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down area of Northbridge was early recognition of the role which the arts could have in
urban regeneration. Blenkinsop wanted Perth’s working community to be aware of and
involved in the Festival, and this desire was reciprocated by city centre businesses who
wanted to make use of Festival events to enliven the area.
Another way in which Blenkinsop gave a small, but committed, section of the community
greater involvement with the Festival was through the introduction of a very structured
support organisation in the form of the Friends of the Festival. This was more than a
discount ticket buying scheme or a marketing strategy to increase audience numbers. It
was the formation of a volunteer army who were active in fund-raising and advocacy for
the Festival. More importantly, the Friends provided personalised experiences for Festival
performers, which at the same time created closer connections between these art lovers
and visiting artists.
These shared, but unique, experiences were instrumental in the creation of what David
and Lynn Blenkinsop later referred to as the ‘Festival Family’ (L. Blenkinsop, Personal
Interview, 2007, p. 90); the network of people who had connected with Perth and with
each other through their participation in the Festival. Through the effort which they put
in to creating the ‘Festival Family’, David and Lynn Blenkinsop demonstrated that they
didn’t just see the performers as stakeholders or suppliers, but embraced them as part
of a larger experience. In turn, they expected the artists to become advocates for the
Festival, carrying their positive experiences and the Festival’s reputation with them as
they travelled to other festivals and venues around the world.
One area where Blenkinsop’s approach did focus on that which was uniquely Australian
was in the commissioning of the visual arts work which was to grace the program
brochure covers and promotional posters annually. Perhaps Blenkinsop’s atypical
interest in Australian visual arts was influenced by the fact that the artists were persuaded
to contribute to the Festival in this way for free. However, there must also have been
some recognised benefits for the artists, such as a connection with the reputation of
Australia’s oldest multi-arts festival, the distribution of their work to a larger audience, or
free promotion. For whatever reason the relationship between the Festival and a series
of Australian artists worked, there is no doubt that it did, as Blenkinsop persuaded visual
artists to participate in the Festival in this way from 1979 to his final Festival in 1999.
In his first seven Festivals, Blenkinsop made an impact on the Perth cultural scene
with the quality and diversity of the performers that he brought, even if that impact
was, at times, to alienate a sector of the Perth arts community to the point where they
created a rival event. He further opened up the Festival of Perth to a national audience
by partnering with other arts organisations and festivals. He set the Festival on a more
professional footing, through recognition of the Festival as a discrete brand and by taking
a more strategic approach to gaining corporate sector support and sponsorship. The
model that was in place by 1983 would provide the foundation for future Festivals under
his directorship.
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Chapter Seven

The Double Act

1984 - 1991

The years 1984-1988 are interesting as they are the time in which the Festival’s ‘Double
Act’, Blenkinsop and Boston, formed. Following Henry Boston’s apprenticeship as the
Technical Co-ordinator, they appear to have worked together as an Administrative Director
(Blenkinsop) and a Directorial Administrator (Boston), sharing some of the key programming
decisions. Previously, David Blenkinsop had been assisted by Festival Administrator Will
Quekett. Quekett had been active in UWA’s Drama Society before joining the Festival staff.
He left after the 1988 Festival, and was one of the founders of Black Swan Theatre Company,
set up in 1991. Quekett then went on to be the Perth Theatre Trust’s programming director,
before moving to the UK to take up the role of general manager of Blackpool’s Grand
Theatre in 1993. Quekett and Boston’s time on the Festival staff overlapped, with Boston
rising up through the ranks from casual staff member to technical co-ordinator during the
six Festivals from 1983-1988.

Biography of Henry Boston
Henry Boston was an Englishman who first arrived in Perth in November 1977, having
graduated from Bristol University with an honours degree in drama in 1976. He made
the move from being on stage in front of the audience to working behind the scenes in
lighting design, stage and production management. He worked for various companies
in Perth, such as the Hole in the Wall theatre, the WA Ballet and at UWA’s theatres,
before he joined the Festival on a temporary contract in 1983 as a tour manager, driving
puppeteer Steve Hansen around Western Australia. His employment continued on
contract into 1984, whereby he became the Festival’s Technical Co-ordinator, which he
himself described as “doing some of the sourcing of props, looking after the set-up of
some of the groups” (H. Boston, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 47-49). He
remained Technical Co-ordinator until 1988, was Festival Administrator through 19891995, then gained the job title, along with the responsibilities, of General Manager from
1996-1999.
1984
Making his mark, one of the first major theatre works that Boston claims to have persuaded
Blenkinsop to include was the Brazilian spectacular, Macunaíma. This ran from 17-25
February 1984 at His Majesty’s Theatre, and tickets were priced from $5-$16. This was
a landmark theatre piece for the Festival of Perth, firstly because it was performed in
Portuguese. It was an unusual work even for regular theatre-goers to encounter, and
was therefore significant in bringing foreign-language drama to the Festival audience.
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Figure: Portrait of Henry Boston outside the Festival of Perth offices, 1991 is not available in this
version of the thesis

Portrait of Henry Boston outside the Festival of Perth offices, 1991
Taken to accompany an article in the Fremantle Arts Review
(Vol. 6, No. 3, March 1991)
© Victor France Photography
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Secondly, it attracted audiences partly as a result of the near-nudity of most of the
female cast members, and was more risqué than the usual Festival fare (see Plate 15).
Alongside Macunaíma, theatre programming for 1984 came in the form of the traditional,
Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, to the avant-garde, the Japanese experimental work Mizu
No Eki, performed in complete silence. The local ‘Boy from Bassendean’ and British TV
star Rolf Harris was the compère for the opening concert. Music included New Zealand
pop group Split Enz, who performed at the Entertainment Centre, Australian political
folk-rock band Redgum, the Finnish National Radio Symphony Orchestra and the Polish
Chamber Orchestra.
The visual arts gained a much higher than usual profile in the 1984 Festival. The Art
Gallery of Western Australia hosted The 3rd Contemporary Survey of Australian Art, which
included lectures and seminars by artists and critics. The Crafts Council Gallery at Perth
Railway Station showed a general survey of recent Western Australian craft. However,
the most notable development for the visual arts was that between 27 February and 2
March, the Festival hosted the first ever conference on the State of the Visual Arts, held
at the Centre for the Fine Arts, UWA:
Arranged by David Bromfield and Tony Bond, [it] provided a platform for many of Australia’s
leading artists and critics to debate the issues of the day and the Arts Editor of The West
Australian reported that he had never before witnessed such verbal violence and bloodletting in a debating arena. (Festival of Perth, 1984a, p. 3)

The program stated that “Panel discussions and lectures will concentrate on Perth as
a third force in Australian art debates, independent of the Sydney / Melbourne axis”
(Festival of Perth, 1984b, p. 33). This is significant as Perth’s visual artists were banding
together to demonstrate their separateness from the Eastern States arts scene, and at
the same time were asserting the validity of their art on a national scale.
1984 stands out as a year in which a visual arts conference was highlighted in the
Festival program. However, the annual exhibitions of local public and private galleries
were usually accompanied by artists’ or critics’ talks, forums or panel discussions. While
the visual arts may not have been one of Blenkinsop’s priority genres when planning
the Festival, the inclusion of the exhibitions and complementary interpretation events in
the Festival brochure each year do testify to a vibrant and lively visual arts sector in WA
during Festival time.
1985
By the mid-1980s, Perth was arguably no longer suffering ‘the tyranny of distance’.
One of the Festival’s founding ideals, to bring to Perth audiences overseas arts events
which they would not otherwise have the chance to see, was no longer quite so relevant.
Nevertheless, the Festival was fully established as a regular event on the city’s cultural
calendar. Blenkinsop took the opportunity to defend the Festival from critics in the local
arts scene in his foreword to the 1985 Festival brochure:
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Plate 15: Macunaíma makes its mark on Perth
‘Brazilians tell of their land’, wrote Tom Jenkins in The West Australian:
‘Brazil has had enormous problems. We have had inflation over 200 per cent. It
can be difficult to live, let alone create. But if you go to the desert in the north-east
where life is very hard and cattle are dying, you find people playing the guitar. It is
the Brazilian way.’ … This was Marcelo Kahns, manager of the Macunaíma group,
which is providing the 1984 Festival’s most extraordinary theatrical experience. He
was speaking at a lunchtime forum with three other members of the company.…
They described how the play was developed on stage by its actors from the writings
of Mario di Andrade, how it deals with Brazil’s struggle to come to terms with its
past, its almost extinct Indians, the promise, glitter and corruption of the present.
One of its most effective devices grew out of struggle. The company had little money
when it was founded in 1977. So a menacing monster that threatens the hero as it
slithers across stage was made from newspaper. It works superbly. Walter Portella
said: ‘From this beginning, a new kind of aesthetic emerged. It turned out to be right
to make a newspaper monster because Brazil doesn’t expect money from heaven
either.’
Perth audiences, though in the end captivated and moved by the play, have trouble with
its Portuguese dialogue, its mix of fantasy, mythology and social comment.…The forum
revealed that the first night, last Friday, was more traumatic than most. The company
of 22 had jet lag after four days of flying to get here. Hours before they opened, only
11 of 16 crates of baggage had reached Perth. One of the missing crates held all their
costumes (though there is more nudity than most Perth people have seen on stage,
there are also elaborate costumes). Everything turned up - but little wonder that Marcus
Oliviera, who plays the hero over three amazing hours on stage, was exhausted as he
finally died and became a star in heaven. (Jenkins, 1984, p. 15)
Henry Boston recalled his job role in the Perth performances of Macunaíma:
’84 … Macunaíma came, and that’s one of the things I had to do, was get all the
props for them, terribly difficult, this group of very young, beautiful women, fantastic!
I have actually never seen theatre mechanists so enrapt with performance as I have
for that. Hardened mechs would sit in the wings and watch it, mainly because they
took all their clothes off. These girls had such fantastic joie-de-vivre … there was a
mechanist in His Majesty’s called Chubby, I can’t remember his real name, but he
was known as Chubby, cantankerous old bastard at times. At the end of the season
they leapt off the stage, into the wings, and all kissed him. He turned bright red. He
just couldn’t cope with that and we all had a good laugh.
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That was a really interesting show in terms of, following on a legacy, I suppose,
with what Fred (Alexander) did with foreign language cinema through the
Somerville. Those were the sort of early days of bringing in foreign language
theatre. In Macunaíma’s case, it was the theatre of the poor, because it
was done with very little props and scenery. (H. Boston, Personal Interview,
Appendix A, 2007, p. 49)

Figure: Macunaíma Programme Cover, 1984 is not available in this version of the thesis

Macunaíma Programme Cover, 1984
Courtesy David and Lynn Blenkinsop
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Due largely to the advent of sophisticated communication and travel systems, Perth is no
longer the isolated place it once was. There is a great cultural awareness by everyone of
what is going on in the world out there and an increasing hunger to know more. Whilst
our permanent music, theatre and dance companies and our visual artists are undertaking
vital and invaluable work year-round, the Festival, over short, highly concentrated periods,
provides the sharp, re-charging electric shocks that our culture needs from time to time.
It provides an established and increasingly acknowledged world platform for our most
talented performers and an umbrella under which artists from all over the world gather
together for cross-pollination of attitudes, techniques, styles and ideas so essential for the
creative development of our culture. Seldom do these catalytic gatherings happen outside
the festival context. (Festival of Perth, 1985b, p. 1)

In bringing artists from all over the world, Blenkinsop sought to defray the costs by
working with other Australasian festivals and venues. One of the main events of the 1985
Perth Festival, the visit of Footsbarn Theatre Company, was scheduled to be followed
by an Australia-wide national tour, ending at the Adelaide Festival the following year.
The Perth Festival performances and subsequent tour of the regions were managed by
Boston, as Quekett had taken long service leave. The trials, tribulations and triumphs
were left for Boston to deal with. The Footsbarn Theatre Company stood out not just
because of the quality of the theatre performances which were held in a tent on Fremantle
Esplanade, nor even for the immense achievement of a 14-month-long, Australia-wide
tour which followed. It stood out because Footsbarn’s adventures seem to have crept
into the realm of Australian performing arts mythology due to the catalogue of disasters
which befell the company, as well as the substantial financial losses incurred by the
Festival (see Plate 16).
1985 also saw the debut of the significant Aboriginal theatre piece No Sugar, which the
Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust commissioned. Written by Jack Davis and directed
by Andrew Ross for the Western Australian Theatre Company, it was researched, written
and workshopped during 1984 so that it could be presented at the 1985 Festival. It was
shown at The Maltings in North Perth, from 18 February - 9 March, and was met with a
reserved response by David Britton of The West Australian:
The new Jack Davis play No Sugar … represents a significant advance in the development
of WA Aboriginal theatre. It is probably not the great dramatic work which will draw world
attention to the plight of Australia’s Aborigines. However, it is strong enough to make the
eventual emergence of such a play more likely. Whether that great work comes from Davis or
from a younger, angrier writer remains to be seen. Certainly, No Sugar justifies the confidence
shown in it by the Playhouse Company, the Festival of Perth and the Australian Elizabethan
Theatre Trust. As a piece of political polemic, the play acts as a sour reminder of the wrongs
done to Aborigines by Europeans and the legacy left by former misdeeds….The play is
staged as a promenade performance with the audience following the action from location to
location….The action has a forceful naturalism; a tribute to the work of director Andrew Ross.
Some of the characterisations are thin and do not stand severe scrutiny but for the most part
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this is more than compensated by some notable instinctive acting, particularly from Lynette
Narkle, Jim Holland and Dorothy Collard. (Britton, 1985, p. 14)

Jack Davis also participated in the biennial Literature Festival. This had been building
as a Festival genre since the introduction of spoken word performances in 1954, and
the opportunity for audiences to meet with writers in 1957. Blenkinsop had instigated a
series of poetry readings during the 1979 and 1981 Festivals, and expanded on this in
1983 when poetry workshops and readings were held at the Festival Club and Fremantle
Arts Centre, with poets also making school visits. In 1985 the Literature Festival was
held over four days (20-23 February) at the newly opened Alexander Library Building,
and featured Liverpool poet Roger McGough (who had also taken part in 1981), wellknown writer Doris Lessing and WA author Elizabeth Jolley, as well as book launches
and poetry recitals.
For the second year in a row, 1985 saw over 180,000 tickets sold for Festival events
(Festival of Perth, 1985a, p. 5), and the total audience figure was over 425,000. The
reputation of the Festival was enhanced by gaining recognition in the national press.
An editorial in The West Australian of 3 March 1985 put this down to big attractions
such as the visit of the London Philharmonic Orchestra to play at the Festival and in an
open-air concert at Margaret River, and the Footsbarn tented theatre in Fremantle. It
also noted that: “The evidence of the past few years shows it to have become a tightly
run organisation combining good taste with entrepreneurial flair.” (Featured in the Annual
Report for the Festival of Perth, 1985a, p. 17) The editorial also commented that:
Probably the most important development in the Festival’s approach has been its move
into running Australia-wide tours for international groups, with Perth normally the first stop.
The Festival has been benefiting the rest of Australia in this way for some time. Perhaps,
eventually, other cities will be able to reciprocate. (Festival of Perth, 1985a)

The Festival of Perth’s willingness to share productions, and therefore share costs, with
other arts festivals in Australia was first suggested by John Birman when he approached
the Adelaide Festival and was rebuffed in 1962. The above statement suggests that the
Festival of Perth was still the driving force behind this co-operative style of approach in
1985. Co-commissioning and sharing the expenditure relating to production and touring
was to become increasingly influential in terms of programming decisions in subsequent
years. This approach was also partly due to the growth of festival culture nationally and
internationally; there were now more festivals with which to share big shows, and there
were now more companies preparing performances suitable to tour the festival circuit.
1986 - 1987
At the launch of the 1986 Festival program brochure, Blenkinsop was questioned
about the choice of publicity image for that year. The tradition, started in 1979 of asking
well-known artists to design the publicity image for the Festival continued throughout
Blenkinsop’s directorship, and the image for 1986 had been created by Melbourne
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artist Robert Jacks. Blenkinsop later commented on the series of works and this one in
particular:
I approached all kinds of artists to produce the poster. Most of them, in fact all of them, have
done it for nothing for the Festival, so it means we have acquired the most extraordinary
collection of original artworks by … a fantastic list of people (artists), they all have done
interesting and very different works. We have had some problems with some of the artists
whose idea of conveying the impression of Festival to the public was not my idea at all.
Robert Jacks was one of them, a Melbourne artist. I had to explain at the press conference
when I was launching it, what is this poster all about? How does it convey Festival through
the painting? I had to think very quickly. I said, ‘Well, if you go down St. Georges Terrace
and you lie on your back on the pavement and you look up into the sky and see the
skyscrapers and the Festival banners all round, that what it’s all about.’ (ABC WA: David
Blenkinsop Documentary, 1999)

Just as 1984 saw the first visual arts conference at the Festival of Perth, 1986 saw
Australia’s first television festival incorporated into the program. The BHP Australian
Television Festival ran from 28 February - 3 March, at the Alexander Library Building
Theatre. It aimed to bring program makers and audiences together to discuss the state
of the medium, and to showcase award-winning television from around the world.
International theatre came from Georgia, with The Rustaveli Theatre Company of over
fifty actors presenting Shakespeare’s Richard III and Brecht’s Caucasian Chalk Circle,
with Ramaz Chkhikvadze in the leading roles. Local theatre was represented by the Hole
in the Wall’s production of Antigone, and Andrew Ross directed Randolph Stow’s Midnite
at the Playhouse Theatre. Music in 1986 reached out to metropolitan and country areas.
As part of their Australian tour, the Berlin Staatskapelle played at the Perth Concert Hall
and Leeuwin Estate. The Soloists of Australia also appeared at the concert hall, and at
Albany Town Hall. The ballet Carmen was presented by Scottish Ballet, directed by its
founder Peter Darrell.
The Festival of 1987 ran from 30 January - 22 February, earlier in the year than was usual.
This was as a result of the state government putting on pressure to have the Festival
coincide with the final rounds of Australia’s defence of the America’s Cup in Fremantle.
To cater for the race spectators, jazz and other late night entertainments were scheduled
at Papa Luigi’s Café on South Terrace in Fremantle. Boston later stated that these did
not prove to be as popular as expected and resulted in financial difficulties (H. Boston,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 51).
Artistically, 1987 was dominated by contemporary dance (see Plate 17). Neither
contemporary nor international dance was new to Blenkinsop’s Festivals. He had already
brought companies such as the Jeune Ballet de France Cote D’Azur in 1977, Jonathan
Taylor’s Australian Dance Theatre in 1981, and Molissa Fenley and Dancers in 1984. In
1987, five international dance companies visited Perth: Limbs (New Zealand), Phoenix
Dance Company (Leeds, UK), Trisha Brown Company (New York, USA), Les Ballets Jazz
de Montreal (Canada), and Desrosiers Dance Theatre (Canada), alongside dancers from
Arnhem Land and the Central Desert, supported by the Aboriginal Cultural Foundation.
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Plate 16: Footsbarn Theatre Company: As it happened,
and as it is remembered
The passages which follow demonstrate the impact that Footsbarn Theatre Company
had, told from several different perspectives. Two reports are contemporaneous, the other
two told with the benefit of hindsight.
Leslie Anderson wrote an article, which from the Festival staff’s point of view was
prophetically titled “Worth every drop of sweat”, for The Sunday Times newspaper:
It was one of the worst summer nights in living memory. The circus tent was made
of heavy-duty plastic. The pre-show drinks were just off the boil and non-alcoholic
to boot. A fuse had blown and the show was 35 minutes late as a result. The seats
were as hard as the hobs of hell. The sweaty audience was crammed in like sardines
and we were all dripping with our own human oil. Yet within 15 minutes the Footsbarn
Travelling Theatre held that dripping and diverse audience in the palm of its talented
hand. It took Shakespeare’s most difficult and demanding work, King Lear, firmly by
the throat and, with a varied and enthralling combination of theatrical tricks, shook it
into submission. The audience ovation at the end of the show was a well-deserved
tribute to the collectivism of this company.…The Footsbarn Travelling Theatre is an
experience no lover of the performing arts should miss. It is visual and aural magic.
(Anderson, 1985)
In his 1986 Director’s Report, David Blenkinsop noted:
The major part of the losses sustained by the Festival in the year is attributable to
the Footsbarn Theatre Company’s 14-month tour of the whole of Australia, which
absorbed $188,000 of Festival Reserve Funding. Whilst this has been a disappointing
financial result the detailed work and effort undertaken and completed by this
company and the huge additional workload absorbed by Festival staff produced an
Australia wide tour of spectacular proportions and achievement…There is little doubt
that this tour has been of immeasurable benefit to this country. (Festival of Perth,
1986, p. 6)
In an 1998 article written when he was awarded the OBE, Felicity Lewis quoted David
Blenkinsop’s recounting of the episode:
Australia’s longest-serving arts festival director, Perth’s David Blenkinsop, has been
awarded … the Order of the British Empire, for his services to British culture in
Australia. But he reckons he deserves a medal for his hand in the now infamous
1985 national tour of the Footsbarn Theatre Company. ‘It was a company of about
35 people brought from England, a company I’d wanted to bring out for a long time,
and I eventually summoned up the courage to do it,’ he recalls. The troupe required
a specially made tent, 35 4WDs with caravans attached and a school bus for the
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performers’ children, driven by their teacher. ‘The trouble started when they left
Perth.’ The teacher headed off with the bus for a sight-seeing tour of the south-west
of WA. ‘Going across the Nullarbor there was a high wind and two caravans were
blown into a ditch. There were various other accidents with cars going off the road.
One of them phoned to tell us he’d had an accident in his car. When we asked where
in his car he’d had an accident it was in the petrol station forecourt - he’d driven
his car into the back of another one. Four or five years after this we got a call from
someone in North Queensland saying there was a bus registered in the name of Perth
Festival in a paddock.’ (Lewis, 1998, p. 45)

Henry Boston, speaking in an interview in 2007, told the story from his perspective:
As David said once, ‘You know, you make invitations to people, hoping that one
day you don’t actually have to act on them.’ He invited them (Footsbarn Theatre
Company) to come over to Australia, and perform, and they said, ‘Yes, we’ll come
over, but we want to go to see all of Australia.’
We built this tent, which a sail maker built for us … the experience of working in a
tent, you need to be a circus operator, you need to know about tents. Putting a
tent up that can fit 600 people is an art in itself. Well, I came in to this, not knowing
anything about it, trying to establish instructions as to how to put this tent up for
people. I think we were very naïve in believing we could do it. And it cost us an arm
and a leg … There was this huge tent, there was a large semi-trailer, rigid semi-trailer
which would take the tent and all the gear. Then there was a series of caravans, and
we’d bought all these vehicles, Land Cruisers, some of them weren’t actually strong
enough to take the caravans, so we had to change those. Then there was a school
bus, which was an old bus converted into a school.
It was one of those shows where, by the time they’d done the tour for sixteen
months, they’d covered most of Australia, including inland, they’d gone up the GunBarrel highway, from … Port Augusta right through to Alice, through to Darwin and
Katherine. At that stage, I actually had this Pavlovian reaction to STD pips. My heart
would literally contract whenever I got a call because in terms of organisation they
still thought that they were travelling in Europe. And I’d say, ‘This is thousands of
kilometres you’re going, and you’ve got to have your shit together.’
They were going to do three things, from what I understand. One: they were going
to do a film of King Lear, which is one of the pieces they were touring, and they were
going to do that for a period of time. Two: they were going to do a residency in Papua
New Guinea during the tour, and I’d arranged for all their gear to be stored in RAAF
hangers in Katherine. The third thing was that they were going to get a passage out
to Canada for the World Festival in Canada. None of that happened.
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I used to call them Millstone Theatre Company….I have a map somewhere, I
can’t find it, which has little notes on it like: lost car, lost caravan, lost finger, lost
drummer.…It was one of those things, it just never stopped. Will (Quekett) and
I were sent, towards the end of the tour, we were sent to put the hard word on
them. They’d spent all their money. We’d given them an advance on per diems,
as far as I could see it was spent on pizza, beer and dope … so they were
saying, ‘We’re not going to do any shows’, because they knew towards the end
when there was a whole lot of bookings that if they didn’t then we’d be losing a
lot of money. So we had to negotiate with them some behavioural changes. They
were then ringing up and telling David that they had no money and the children
were starving and things like that. Not knowing of course, that all the bank
accounts were coming to us because they’d opened bank accounts here. So we
took the liberty of looking at some of the bank accounts and realising that there
was money in there ... They in the end claimed that we should be paying for
them to go back, and they weren’t going to do anything to the cars, they weren’t
going to clean them out or do anything for the resale, unless we got money to
ship everything back, and we did pay some of it in the end. But they basically
had reneged on a lot of stuff. It wasn’t good. There was no doubting the gift they
gave a lot of people. Extraordinary sort of rough theatre, really definitely rough
theatre, but wonderful energy and physicality. But in terms of trust and respect I
don’t think there was a lot there, I did feel we got taken a bit for a ride. …
I know we under-budgeted for Footsbarn. But that’s the sort of thing no-one
else would take on, they’d say, ‘You’re mad to do it.’ And yeah, we were mad,
but there is a legacy there, in terms of people who’ve actually seen it and
they’ve gone, ‘That was an extraordinary piece, I saw that, I remember that
piece.’ (H. Boston, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 55-58)

The six companies put on seven productions, and the audience could see all seven
shows for seventy dollars. Blenkinsop described this as a ‘starter for ten’, with the
intention that it was to be as accessible as possible:
It was $10 a ticket. We presented most out at the Reabold Hill and quarry, some at His
Majesty’s, Robert Desrosiers was at His Majesty’s Theatre. And this proved to be a very
great success. We sold just over 20,000 tickets for the dance programme. It was difficult
later on, afterwards, to get the same kind of enthusiasm for people buying tickets at $10,
when they have to buy tickets at $15-$25. I was determined I was going to do it but I lost
around $100,000 on dance each Festival. And I remember Fred Alexander … saying, ‘Why
are we doing all this dance lately?’ I said, ‘Well, we’re doing it because it’s important, it’s
the most wonderful thing developing exciting entertainment.’ And he said, ‘Well, how long
are you going to keep doing it?’ I said, ‘I’m going to keep on doing it until the buggers
come to the shows!’ Gradually of course they did. (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview,
Appendix A, 2007, p. 24)
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Dance featured in traditional venues such as His Majesty’s Theatre in the city centre,
outdoors at the Sunken Garden on the UWA campus, at the Red Parrot nightclub, and
at the newly developed Quarry Amphitheatre at Reabold Hill, City Beach. There was,
however, a downside to this emphasis on contemporary dance, as was commented
on in the 1987 Director’s Report: “Attendances for the 1987 Festival of Perth’s theatre
programme were generally disappointing….The heightened profile of dance in the 1987
Festival may have lowered the profile for the theatre” (Festival of Perth, 1987, p. 5).
The theatre program of 1987 saw the appearance of the highly acclaimed Steppenwolf
Theatre Company of Chicago. Local productions included Deck Chair Theatre’s Fleets
of Fortune at Fremantle Arts Centre, while Swy Theatre Company presented Such is
Life by Tom Collins. In music, both the Slovak Chamber Orchestra and the Royal Danish
Orchestra performed, as well as the WA Symphony Orchestra. There was also a military
element, with the United States Navy 7th Fleet Band and the Irish Guards also playing.
The literature component of that year’s Festival was named the ‘Writers’ Festival’, and
ran from 16-21 February at Fremantle Arts Centre, with author Thomas Keneally the
main attraction.
1988
1988 was the 200th anniversary of the landing of the First Fleet in 1788. Australia’s
cultural policy was geared towards celebrating the Bicentennial. Blenkinsop was often
criticised for his ‘shopping trolley’ approach to building the Festival each year. He did,
however, consider the consequences of bringing in international artists and directors,
as this quote from 1988 about the possibilities offered as part of Australian Bicentennial
celebrations shows:
It was felt that we shouldn’t necessarily willy-nilly take all the Bicentennial birthday presents
that were going to be offered by governments all around the world, partly because we
wouldn’t have any control necessarily over the quality, and partly because we felt we
would run away with an awful lot of money. So it was decided that far better we should be
sending Australian creators to the world, and we should be bringing in creative directors
in music, theatre and dance to work with Australian companies, so that something would
rub off and be left here in a rather more creative way than just taking a company and then
sending it away again. So a balance has been achieved. (Wright, 1988, p. 5)

With this comment, Blenkinsop does recognise the limitations of the ‘shopping trolley’
approach. He remarks that there is more to be gained by the cross-fertilisation of creative
ideas and talents than there is by just parachuting international arts productions and
companies in to Perth solely for the duration of the Festival.
One of the big, festival touring shows that Blenkinsop did buy in for the 1988 Festival of
Perth was Peter Brook’s The Mahabharata, with its epic narrative and expansive staging
(see Plate 18). This highlight of the dramatic offerings was a real coup for the Festival of
Perth, as the English language version of this nine-hour long epic theatre masterpiece
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Plate 17: The Contemporary Dance Program, 1987
Henry Boston recalled the practical logistics of presenting dance at Reabold Quarry
Amphitheatre, as well as the impact on audiences:
But we presented contemporary dance in a big way that year. I was pretty tied up
with doing that. In that particular spot, in the new quarry venue, we decided that we
would have one day turnaround, and I said this is going to be really fast. In fact what
we were doing was we were finishing the last show on Saturday night, re-rigging
and focusing for the new show through the night, until whenever the light came up
and we couldn’t do it any more. And then on Sunday night we were teching the new
show so that we could open on Monday. Mad! But that was the only way we thought
we could do it.
You could go to seven dance shows for seventy dollars … ten bucks each, we did
really well with the subscription, and that was part of the whole question regarding,
‘How are we going to kickstart an audience for contemporary dance?’….Not only
did we do shows in theatres, for instance, Phoenix Dance was in a nightclub for one
week. The groupies were extraordinary. They were hugely athletic, fantastic looking
guys who did a mixture of dance, basically jazz, jive, not hip hop, but a lot of that
athleticism, and the crowd went wild. At that stage the WA Arts Council used to take
some of the shows and we toured them around the region. So taking Phoenix Dance
Company to somewhere like Moora, they hadn’t seen anything like it. (H. Boston,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 51-52)
David Blenkinsop wrote in his 1987 Director’s Report:
The 1987 Festival Programme highlighted dance, a new initiative…Over 20,000
people attended dance events during the Festival, spending $237,426 on tickets. The
most successful company at the box office was the young Phoenix Company from
Leeds whilst the wonderfully creative and superbly disciplined Trisha Brown Company
from New York especially thrilled visiting critics Brian Hoad and Jill Sykes. Brian Hoad
wrote in The Bulletin that he found the company’s work ‘as profoundly moving as
anything seen upon a stage’ while Jill Sykes wrote in The Sydney Morning Herald that
the Company’s visit to the Festival of Perth was ‘one of this country’s most important
and exciting dance events in a decade’. … Dance attendances in the 1987 Festival of
Perth were at the same level as theatre and music attendances for the first time and
a whole new awareness of and market for contemporary dance has been created in
Perth through the Festival’s initiative. (Festival of Perth, 1987)
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based on the Indian myth was seen in only eight cities in the world: Zurich, Los Angeles,
New York, Perth, Adelaide, Copenhagen, Glasgow, Tokyo.
The Mahabharata was performed in three consecutive, nightly parts, followed by a
marathon performance which lasted overnight (from 7.15pm-6.30am the next morning),
and this cycle was repeated twice during the period 2-13 February, 1988. Subsequent
to the Perth performances, it toured to the Adelaide Festival, and in order to bring the
production to Australia, the Bicentennial Authority had given a grant of $650,000 towards
the tour. Ticket prices were able to be kept reasonable, between $54-$90 per cycle of
the play, and the temporary theatre construction sat 801 people (Williams, 1991, p. 309).
Almost 5,000 people saw the Perth run of the production (Festival of Perth, 1984a, p. 14).
Boston, who acted as project manager, described the task of organising the staging of
the performances in the unusual venue of the disused Boya Quarry as “like organising a
little village really” (H. Boston, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 50). This seems
like an understatement when the summary of production specifications is sixteen pages
long (Williams, 1991, pp. 203-309). It includes over 3,000 items of costumes and props,
technical specifications, and instructions for the pyrotechnical elements of the piece.
Other theatre in 1988 included Barungin (Smell the Wind), the third instalment of Jack
Davis’s trilogy, which was performed by the Marli Biyol Company. Presented at The
Playhouse, the work was again commissioned by the Australian Elizabethan Trust, and
directed by Andrew Ross. The work of both Jack Davis and Andrew Ross had now
become regular features in the Festival, and although there was no explicit policy to
support this director and writer, the quality, content and style of their productions fitted
well with the Festival’s line-up. In music, the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, conducted
by Sir Georg Solti, was the undoubted highlight. Contemporary dance was scaled down,
with Twyla Tharp Dance from America the only company appearing. They performed
at His Majesty’s before going on to the Adelaide Festival of Arts. The West Australian
noted, “This year our sole visitor is the Twyla Tharp Dance. They are one of the most
exciting companies in modern dance and, with a unique mixture of movement, styles
and popular music, living proof that this year less will very likely prove to be more”
(“Dance: less could be more”, 1988, p. 36).
In 1988, having found a Festival model which he replicated year-on-year, Blenkinsop
described the major pillars on which he built his Festival program as music, theatre,
dance, film, television, the visual arts, and various community events (Wright, 1988, p.
4). He then went on to explain how and why particular shows or events within those
artforms were accepted into the Festival: “we’ve tried to seek each year component
parts of those pillars that are innovative and interesting, or in other cases traditional

Opposite and following page: The Rustaveli Theatre
Company’s productions of Shakespeare’s Richard
III and Brecht’s Caucasian Chalk Circle, 1986
Photographs by Philip Blenkinsop
Courtesy David and Lynn Blenkinsop
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Figure: Opposite and following page: The Rustaveli Theatre Company's productions of
Shakespeare's Richard III and Brecht's Caucasian Chalk Circle, 1986 is not available in
this version of the thesis
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things which we believe should be seen because of their excellence” (ibid, p. 5). Later in
the same article he went on to describe how he planned ahead:
Quality is so variable from year to year within theatre companies; the companies tend to
come and go as do directors and actors, while we know that in 10 years’ time the Berlin
Philharmonic Orchestra is still going to be there and fantastically good. … However,…
there are a number of companies now that have developed in the last 15 years which tend
to keep certain of their most successful pieces in their repertoire over, perhaps, five years,
and they do that because they know, if it’s a product of very high quality, they can place
those in festivals all around the world, so they have a life span in world terms that they
wouldn’t have in local terms. (ibid, p. 5)

Eleven years into Blenkinsop’s tenure, the search for ‘excellence’ and ‘quality’ remained of
paramount importance to the Festival Director, even if the parameters of those terms are
linked to ‘success’ and remain defined by the Director himself. Blenkinsop also recognised
the variability of that ‘quality’ from year to year. He acknowledged that a ‘Festival Circuit’
had appeared, perpetuated by the festivals themselves. The Festival of Perth contributed
to this circuit through its programming of international shows, and The Mahabharata is a
good example of this type of show. In time the Festival itself would co-produce Australian
shows to participate in festivals overseas, such as Cloudstreet ten years later.
Blenkinsop’s establishment of the key strands to his program, and the strong presentations
in music (the Chicago Symphony Orchestra), theatre (The Mahabharata, Barungin), and
contemporary dance (Twyla Tharp) seen in the 1988 Festival, resulted in an increased
membership of the ‘Friends’ organisation, as this comment by Lynn Blenkinsop shows:
The most important job of the Council was to spread the word of the Festival to maximise
ticket sales. Membership of ‘Friends of the Festival’ was extremely popular with over 1,000
joining in 1977, rising to over 2,000 in 1988. People joining ‘Friends of the Festival’ were
provided with large discounts on tickets to Festival events, were the first to be notified of the
Festival program, had a dedicated booking period prior to the public booking period, and
they formed a very happy band of supporters who frequented the social events organised
for them by the Council. (L. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, 2007, p. 50)

The creation of a strong relationship between the Festival organisation and arts lovers in
Perth had been a deliberate strategy by Blenkinsop from his first Festival in 1977. Eleven
years later he appears to have gained increased support from the arts devotees, creating
a core audience of people who actively wanted to attend multiple Festival events, led by
an enthusiastic Council of advocates.
1989 - 1991
Following on from 1988’s Australian bicentennial flavour, 1989 was billed as a celebration of
French culture in recognition of the bicentennial of the French Revolution. This theme only
impacted on some aspects of the program, for example, the WA Symphony Orchestra put
on a program entitled Musique de France, but the theme did not take over the Festival in
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Figure: Festival of Perth Programme Cover, 1968 is not available in this version of the thesis

Festival of Perth Programme Cover, 1988
Artist: Mary Moore
Courtesy National Gallery of Australia, NGA 96.104

136 ]

ANNE M RENNIE

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

Plate 18: The production and presentation of The
Mahabharata
David Britton reviewed the production for The West Australian newspaper - “Quarry
epic shines”:
As darkness edged its way down the broken face of Hudman Quarry in the hills
above Perth on Tuesday night, the fate of humankind was sealed. Before an audience
of those who would share the secret, Peter Brook’s international theatre company
played out the first part of the epic of Hindu mythology and religion The Mahabharata
- the poetic history of mankind.
It is the biggest, most expensive touring theatre production ever to visit Australia.
Only the combined funding power of the Bicentennial Arts Programme, the Festival
of Perth and the Adelaide Festival made the tour possible. There surely cannot be
a more powerful, evocative, frightening or welcoming performance place for The
Mahabharata. Carved into a hillside near Boya by WA’s pioneer engineers to provide
granite for Fremantle Harbour, Hudman Quarry has played its own part in the story
of humanity’s relationship with the earth … (it) is a star performer. Its colours - white,
yellow, brown and black - echo the costumes; its cracks, crevices and tree-lined
heights seem to hold the very roots of the story. Some will interpret The Mahabharata
as the world’s greatest anti-war story; conservationists may see it as a story of
humankind’s relationship with the earth. Those seeking a spiritual answer to the
world’s problems will find plenty to discuss. The only tragedy was that the 850 seats
were only three-quarters full. (Britton, 1988, p. 38)
David Blenkinsop in his Director’s Report wrote:
The visit of Peter Brook and his amazing company from Paris proved memorable in
several aspects. It was the largest logistical project ever undertaken by the Festival.
The establishment of the Boya Quarry at Mundaring involving the building of roads,
the bulldozing of the site, the erection of stands, the building of an artists’ village with
all facilities and the creation of an Indian Food Village was a formidable achievement
by our Technical Co-ordinator and his crew. Undoubtedly the meticulous attention
to detail in transport and catering, staffing and seating greatly enhanced the public’s
enjoyment and enthusiasm for the pilgrimage to the hills and the unforgettable
spectacle of The Mahabharata which followed. The public’s preference for the allnight marathon performances was very clear and would certainly have sustained
additional dusk to dawn performances. (Festival of Perth, 1988, p. 3)
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its entirety. Blenkinsop persuaded Peter Brook to return with his acclaimed production of
La Tragédie de Carmen, which played at the Octagon Theatre. Contemporary dance was
again a feature of the Festival and the companies which were marketed together under the
label ‘Dance 89’ included Mirror Coda, Groupe Emile Dubois and La La La Human Steps
(which appeared by arrangement with the Festival of Sydney). Circus Oz performed for
three weeks at the Burswood Resort, and the Samulnori Drummers and Dancers of Korea
performed three shows at Perth Concert Hall.
A sad but notable event in the Festival’s history occurred on 23 August 1989, when
former Director John Birman passed away, aged 76. His passing was acknowledged by
David Blenkinsop in the foreword to the 1990 program:
Before setting out on another great Festival adventure, there is one sad event to record; the
death of my predecessor; John Birman, who directed this Festival for twenty-one years.
John was a formidable man of determination and vision and his role in the establishment
of this Festival will long be remembered. (Festival of Perth, 1990, p. 3)

Figure: Press conference with Sir Georg Solti during the visit of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, 1988
is not available in this version of the thesis

Press conference with Sir Georg Solti during the visit of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, 1988
(David Blenkinsop far left, Sir Georg Solti second from right)
Courtesy David and Lynn Blenkinsop
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By 1990, the Festival of Perth brand was appealing enough to attract a ground-breaking
sponsorship deal. Dubbed the ‘Myer million’, the Festival formed a relationship with
the retail giant Myer, which saw the Festival receive sponsorship of $1million over three
years. Even this large investment into the Festival did not buy naming rights to it, with
‘The Myer Festival’ appearing as a subtitle to the Festival’s own brand name. Blenkinsop
explained why he wasn’t prepared to hand over naming rights to the Festival:
I said, what we’ll do, it will be the ‘Festival of Perth’, and underneath in smaller letters I will
call it ‘The Myer Festival’. It was kind of a naming right, but it wasn’t taking away the top
banner, if you like. … the million dollars was spread over three years, but that was a record
at the time. And of course when it came to an end, we needed somebody to take their
place, like the Lotteries Commission, which seemed to be the best to do it. (D. Blenkinsop,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 26)

So Myer did not receive outright naming rights to the Festival; the University of Western
Australia still remained the Festival’s primary stakeholder and supporter. This was the
largest commercial sponsorship to date, but even such a substantial amount of corporate
funding was not enough to influence the branding process of the Festival. Money did not
buy the name of the Festival, nor did it have an impact on programming decisions or the
administrative processes, and the opportunities sponsors had for co-branding with the
Festival were limited. As Blenkinsop alluded to in the quote above, what happened after
the ‘Myer million’ ran out was even more interesting, and this is related in chapter eight.
An important performance event of the 1990 Festival was the premiere of another
landmark work of Western Australian theatre, Bran Nue Dae, written by Jimmy Chi and
Kuckles, and starring Josie Ningali Lawford, Stephen Baamba Albert, Ernie Dingo, Leah
Purcell, the Pigram Brothers and the Kuckles Band:
The sounds and lyrics of the Kuckles band were the genesis of the musical Bran Nue Dae.
Chi had talked for years of a story to accompany the songs (written in 1977-78), and set
about writing it. The process of getting it to the stage took six intensive years. Bran Nue
Dae’s commercial and artistic success was a triumph for community theatre and a tribute
to the actors, musicians, the production team and the Broome community who responded
to Chi’s vision. He gratefully acknowledges those who were prepared to take the risk with
him. A co-production between the Bran Nue Dae Aboriginal Corporation and the West
Australian Theatre Company, Bran Nue Dae premiered in Perth in 1990 and went on to
tour extensively across Australia. (Department of Culture and the Arts WA, 2005, p. 10)

Another notable work by director by Andrew Ross, it played from 22 February - 17 March
at the Octagon Theatre. The set design and promotional poster were by artist Robert
Juniper, and a limited edition print was also available to buy to mark the event. Although
Bran Nue Dae provided “over 20 weeks employment for 16 Actors, 5 Musicians and 3
Technicians” (Herrmann, 2006, p. 27), it seems that there were some sections of the
Perth performing arts community who were still not happy:

ANNE M RENNIE

[ 139

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

The long-term investment in nurturing Australian drama – particularly Indigenous drama –
was paying off with both audiences and critics alike. But not, it seems, with many locally
based theatre practitioners. As Duncan Ord recalls: We’d been doing this Australian
work… [but] the old clique were still hammering away that it was ‘our theatre company’
and believed they weren’t getting as much work. … Actors seemed to think there was
some hidden agenda to exclude them and put on works that they might not be right for.
(Herrmann, 2006, p. 26)

In spite of this backlash from some sections of the performing arts community, theatre
historian Geoffrey Milne would later describe Bran Nue Dae as “Perhaps the highestprofile Aboriginal theatre piece in Australia to date” (Milne, 2004b, p. 280).
Alongside Bran Nue Dae theatre presentations were as varied as ever, with European
company Théâtre de Complicité presenting The Visit, and Alan Becher and David Britton’s
stage adaptation of local author Elizabeth Jolley’s The Newspaper of Claremont Street.
‘Dance 90’ included performances by the Josef Nadj Company, the WA Ballet Company
and the Kerala Kalamandalam Kathakali Dancers from India, which reflected Blenkinsop’s
focus on contemporary dance and at the same time continued the Festival’s tradition of
inviting Asian dance companies to Perth. On the music program, the Vienna Singverein
and Stuttgart Arcata Chamber Orchestra performed together for two nights at the Perth
Concert Hall, with an additional performance by the orchestra alone. Jazz stars Miles
Davis, Stephan Grappelli, Joe Pass, James Morrison and George Melly appeared, as well
as ‘guitar superhero’ (as he was described in that year’s brochure), Joe Satriani. In the
visual arts in 1990, one of the highlights was the exhibition of contemporary, collaborative
Indigenous artworks at the Alexander Library Building. Entitled A Sense of Dreaming it
featured paintings by husband-and-wife teams of artists from the Western Desert.
Also in 1990, the Northbridge Festival celebrated its tenth year. It attracted more than
70,000 people to see over 300 music, dance, comedy and performance events over
the weekend of 4-5 March (“Streets of Theatre”, 1990, p. 4). This outdoor event had
come a long way since Blenkinsop’s first ‘Museum Street Festival’. Boston explained the
changes he made which contributed to the high attendance figures:
Meg Sheen, who ran a craft shop, had run [the Northbridge Festival] for a number of years.
It had camels going down the street, and belly dancers, and I think a very community
arts sort of feel to it. I tended to take it a lot more into contemporary music, much more
performance, different styles, jazz, performance art and street theatre in it, because I think
it was trying to animate the streets in a way that was more relevant to young people. (H.
Boston, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 58)

Blenkinsop commenced the 1991 Festival of Perth with a telling foreword, which was
also a bit flippant:
I am often asked what I do during the other eleven months of the year, and what is to be the
theme of the Festival. Most people know that like Rip Van Winkle I awake each year on the 1st
of November and the programme is ready, and that thematically we make the donkey first, and
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Figure: Poet Wole Soyinka addresses an audience in the courtyard of Hackett Hall, UWA, 1991 is
not available in this version of the thesis

Poet Wole Soyinka addresses an audience in the courtyard of Hackett Hall, UWA, 1991
Courtesy David and Lynn Blenkinsop

blindfolded seek the appropriate ‘tale’ to fit the beast. There are, of course, subtle exceptions to
all these rules. (Festival of Perth, 1991, p. 3)

The contemporary dance program was now such a successful component of the Festival
that it received corporate backing, and was entitled ‘Alcoa Dance 91’. It featured the
Robert Kovich Company from America, and the Australian Meryl Tankard Company. The
Chrissie Parrott Dance Collective, a local company, also performed, demonstrating that
Blenkinsop believed that his policy of supporting contemporary dance and his challenge
to Perth-based artists had paid off, with a home-grown company now presenting work
worthy of Festival inclusion. The dance program was complemented by the ‘Musica
Viva 1991’ program, featuring international soloists, quartets and music ensembles.
In addition, the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra played at the Perth Concert Hall and
the Leeuwin Estate, and acclaimed deaf percussionist Evelyn Glennie played sold-out
shows. Theatre again ranged from traditional Shakespeare to the cabaret act, the Flying
Karamazov Brothers. The Literature Festival was based in a large marquee on the lawns
of Fremantle Arts Centre, and attracted Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka and English dub
poet Benjamin Zephaniah.
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Blenkinsop or Boston travelled annually to seek out shows of a high standard which they
considered to be worthy Festival fare. In a 1991 interview in the Fremantle Arts Review,
Boston clearly stated that both he and Blenkinsop were working in partnership and saw
“our role as trying to give people a chance to see what they otherwise couldn’t, either
traditional, like the classical music component, or avant-garde.” (Wright, 1991, p. 6).
This did not necessarily mean that the performances which they brought in were elitist
or high-brow, as demonstrated by the choice of the Pick of the 1990 Edinburgh Fringe
Festival show for the 1991 Festival of Perth. It featured cartoon cut-outs animated by
solo entertainer Ennio Marchetto, followed by a tale of transvestism called Femme Fatale,
performed by The Snarling Beasties. This was designed to be a popular offering which
Boston described as, “stocking fillers from the Fringe, [a] bit of comedy that we wanted
to throw in because that’s something that lightened the heavier stuff and hopefully was
also going to provide us with some income” (H. Boston, Personal Interview, Appendix
A, 2007, p. 60).
With such a wide-ranging program, even the British newspaper The Financial Times saw
fit to print an article about the Festival, but still the focus of the opening paragraph was
Perth’s isolation:
To find a new, full-length, fully-staged opera at the Festival of Perth in Western Australia
is hardly more remarkable than to find such a festival in Perth at all. More than 2,000km
from any other major city, Perth has a population of only 1.2 million. Yet for 39 years it has
sustained and developed an annual festival broader in content than Adelaide’s (which is
biennial), with attention to film, television, creative writing and light entertainment as well
as music, dance, theatre and visual arts. (Jacobs, 1991, p. 13)

The opera to which Jacobs was referring was the premiere of Bride of Fortune by New
Zealand composer Gillian Whitehead, with libretto by the Sydney journalist Anna Maria
Dell’oso. In spite of the years spent by three directors in trying to overcome Perth’s
cultural isolation, by bringing in overseas acts and also by their support of new Australian
work such as the Bride of Fortune, and the huge advances in travel and technology in
this time, Perth was still considered by some to be a cultural backwater in 1991. The
Festival of Perth was still not recognised as a leader in its field, and its influence on an
international stage, where festivals were flourishing as drivers for economic outcomes
such as tourism and regeneration, was unknown.

Chapter 7 Reflections
By the late 1980s and early 1990s the Festival seems to have hit upon a winning
formula; all the familiar elements that its audience had come to expect were still there,
alongside something new to stretch and challenge them. In the performing arts, epic,
international theatre productions such as The Mahabharata sat alongside local theatre,
which now also reflected Indigenous contemporary culture. There was a strong music
program which attracted some of the best orchestras in the world to Perth, as well
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as showcasing performers from other music genres such as Joe Satriani. The strong
emphasis on cutting edge dance in 1987, and the continued inclusion of that artform,
built on the ties made from a long tradition of inviting Asian dance companies to be part
of the Festival, and they continued to have a role alongside the contemporary European
and American dance companies. The ever-popular film screenings, including foreign
language cinema, meant that there was a receptive audience when foreign language
theatre was introduced to the Festival. Niche festivals, such as the TV festival in 1986,
now sat alongside the main programming, and some sort of literature festival was
becoming embedded into the Festival. Visual arts were mainly represented through
the choice of poster artist, a galleries listing in the program brochure, along with free
arts lectures and forums, with 1984 being an exceptional year for visual arts with an
exhibition surveying Australian contemporary art and its associated events being given
a higher than usual profile. Community activities supported the notion of inclusiveness,
particularly the desire to engage with younger audiences, and the Northbridge Festival
attracted large crowds to the open-air event.
The Festival catered for a wide range of tastes, from the highbrow to the populist; and
all pockets, from expensive ticketed productions to free street entertainers and open-air
concerts. Parts of this winning formula had simply grown from the original ideals of the
Festival’s founders, such as the mix of local and international artists, and the presentation
of companies from Asia and the Pacific rim. Other elements, such as the support of
Aboriginal theatre pieces, were newly developed, reflecting the changing attitudes of
Australian society to its first peoples. The increased professionalism in the way in which
the Festival was managed, and an awareness of target audiences for certain types of
events, also contributed to the development of a blueprint for success year-on-year.
In order to manage such a wide-ranging program, the Festival management now relied
on a broad range of stakeholder networks. As well as collaborating with other festivals
in Australia to spread costs, it had also diversified its funding base by attracting limited,
commercial sponsorships from WA’s resources sector (for example, Alcoa, BHP). The
retail sector sponsorship from Myer set a benchmark for arts sponsorship by private
enterprise on a national level. One thing that the Festival no longer lacked was a choice
of venues, from the traditional, such as His Majesty’s Theatre, to community locations
and street parties, although Perth still lacked a large, lyric theatre suitable for many of the
bigger, commercial, international touring shows.
In 1984 there were 591 performances, attracting 386,704 people; in 1991 there were
577 performances and events attracting 513,350 people. Perth arts lovers had become
regular Festival attenders, and the Festival had influenced not just the development of
the local arts industry, but had simultaneously grown audiences for Festival, and other
year-round, art events. After working together during this time, the team headed up by
Blenkinsop and Boston (see Plate 19) seemed to have put together a ‘Festival recipe’
which they used to develop the Festival further in the coming years. They had set up
expectations which their audience waited for them to deliver annually.
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Plate 19: Some alternative perspectives on the Festival’s
key staff members in 1991
Mary Wright, writing in the article ‘Double Act’, in a 1991 article in the Fremantle Arts
Review:
Blenkinsop is, very definitely, the public face of the organisation, and internally he has
a hand on all the reins. There’s no artificial dividing line between his role and that of
Henry Boston; both have a say in the artistic development of the programme, and
they certainly are both very clear about the role of the Festival in Perth. ‘Unlike most
other festivals that have artistic directors and administrators, I am an administrative
director, and the artistic decisions, for the most part, are taken between Henry and
I’, said David Blenkinsop. … Affirming this, Henry Boston said, ‘The extraordinary
thing about our relationship is the mixture of administrative and artistic input. I
wouldn’t do this job if all I did was sit there signing pieces of paper. That wouldn’t
satisfy my creative urges, and I’m sure David wouldn’t want to run a festival if he
didn’t feel he had a firm hand on the budget, and it works much better because you
don’t get frustrated by having people ask for the moon and then be disappointed
when you can’t deliver it’. … According to Boston, there’s a tacit division of labour in
terms of the artistic programme. ‘I tend to look after the local content, including the
areas like visual arts and literature, areas where I don’t claim to have a great deal of
expertise necessarily, which is why we work with committees. But as far as theatre’s
concerned, David and I travel and we both go and see different sets of things. For
instance, we’ve got a couple of things this year from the Edinburgh Festival, which I
saw and said “these things are interesting”. And then we had to look and see if we
could fit them in. Then it was David’s idea to put them together as a double bill, so we
throw things around together’.(Wright, 1991, pp. 6-7)
Another interesting take on Blenkinsop’s time at the Festival’s helm was provided
courtesy of ‘The Artful Dodger’ in Artswest - ‘Will he go or will he tarry?’:
For a moment there, it looked as though the unthinkable was about to happen. … (I
talk of) the departure - at long last, did I hear someone say? - of the world’s greatest
arts administrator (sorry festival director), Dashing Dave Blenkinsop. It appeared that
the services of Yorkshire’s favourite son were in much demand by the Melbourne
Symphony Orchestra for the vacant position of general manager. … the upshot being
that the job was his if he wanted it. I must admit that when I first heard this tale … I
had my doubts. After all - notwithstanding the job’s prestige - it would have to have
been a mightily attractive package to tempt the Tyke away from these sun-kissed
shores. Would there, for instance, have been at least one annual first-class air ticket
to foreign locations to cast an eye over all things artistic, in that place which seems
so difficult to find on a map - the Cutting Edge? And would there have been any
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trips to Tokyo to lecture the Japs on Franz Kafka, or to Tbilisi to instruct the
Georgians on how to run a festival? … But, as the year drew to a close, it was
all beginning to look fairly academic, with the Great One apparently opting to
stay put. Which probably means that, for many more years to come, there’ll
be no shortage of those rivetting interviews where - after informing us of the
baubles he has bought from those faraway place with the strange-sounding
name - the Lad from Leeds drops a bucket on the Government for not handing
him enough cash and the press for not giving him enough space. Oh yes,
and then slaps down all those silly questions about hasn’t he been in the job
too long and isn’t it time he gave someone else a go. Roll on 1992. (Artswest
Editor, 1991, p. 40)
And a comment from Henry Boston, speaking at the time of David’s retirement in
1999:
I’ve worked with David for about fifteen years, although sometimes it feels a lot
longer, and I’m sure it’s felt a lot longer for him from time to time. We’ve worked
very closely together and some people have often referred to us as Jack
Lemmon and Walter Mattheau at that end of the office, as we squabble over
various things. But I think the great thing that I’ve enjoyed about working with
David is that he has a totally uncompromising view about what is good enough
to be in the Festival of Perth, and we work extremely hard. His work ethic is
unbelievable, in the sense that he’s there first thing in the morning and he’s
probably the last to leave more often than not. (ABC WA: David Blenkinsop
Documentary, 1999)
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Figure: Royal de Luxe's Egyptian epic Le Peplum, 1997 is not available in this version of
the thesis

Royal de Luxe’s Egyptian epic Le Peplum, 1997
Courtesy David and Lynn Blenkinsop
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Chapter Eight

Hitting our Straps 1992 - 1999
In the last eight years of David Blenkinsop’s directorship the program continued to
deliver world-class artists and performances alongside Perth-based productions, but
the criticisms over this approach to programming also continued. Ever more spectacular
street theatre events provided entertainment in the city to encourage broader audience
interaction with the Festival. Following a landmark commercial sponsorship arrangement,
the question over the long-term funding of the Festival was answered with a significant
subsidy from the Lotteries Commission. Blenkinsop announced his retirement, and the
recruitment process for a new director was commenced and completed while Blenkinsop
was still in office. The end of an era, and the arrival of a new director, saw the University of
Western Australia re-asserting its ownership of the Festival brand.

1992
At the start of the fortieth Festival in 1992, Geoff Gibbs, who was then dean of the
Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts (WAAPA) drama school, started a
debate about the place of the Festival of Perth in Western Australia’s cultural life and its
roles and responsibilities. WAAPA had been founded in 1980, and was another indicator
that there was the motivation in Perth to develop local talent as part of a wider Australian
performing arts community. By 1992 Geoff Gibbs, as a representative of WAAPA, was
in a position to add a voice to the longstanding question of Festival programming. In a
lengthy article in The West Australian newspaper, Gibbs suggested, as others in the past
had done, that there was too much emphasis on the international, and too little support
of the local, by the Festival (see Plate 20).
If each Festival genre featured bought-in acts from overseas there was also at least
one local contribution sitting alongside to fill the Festival program. The Alcoa sponsored
program of contemporary dance featured Compagnie Maguy Marin and Compagnie
Preljocal (both from France), with the work of local choreographer Chrissie Parrott.
The newly-formed, Perth-based, Black Swan Theatre Company produced a significant
theatre piece in Wahngin Country (Talking Country), starring Stephen Baamba Albert
as Michael Pedro Sebastian, which was performed in the grounds of UWA. This sat
alongside the internationally-acclaimed Actors’ Theatre of Louisville, which performed
Cementville and The Trip to Bountiful. The West Australian Symphony Orchestra played
at the Perth Concert Hall on the same night as the Georgian Symphony Orchestra,
conducted by Liana Issakadze. Also featured in the music program was the Royal
Philharmonic Orchestra. A one-off appearance by Nina Simone at the Perth Concert
Hall on 4 March was the highlight of that year’s jazz presentation. Therefore it can be
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effectively argued that the events included in the 1992 Festival program did seem to
reflect the local scene alongside the international stars.
One of the reasons behind this complementary mixture of the local, national and
international may have been the personalities at work behind the scenes. Blenkinsop
was strongly aligned to the original vision and purpose of the Festival, which he saw as
bringing the best that was on offer in international arts to Perth.
It did lead me into some stress, because people would say to me, “Why have we got
all these orchestras coming in, our orchestra is much, much better than the Czech
Philharmonic Orchestra” or whatever it was. Or the theatre, “The theatre that you brought
in is not as good as the Hole in the Wall theatre or the Playhouse Theatre”, so I had quite
a lot of stress. But I stuck to my guns, I brought the things that I thought were the best I
could find, and the public strongly supported my efforts at the box office. (D. Blenkinsop,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 22)

Boston, on the other hand, disagreed:
I increasingly came to the view that we had actually had a broader responsibility about
the cultural development, and the investment we needed to be making into works of
substance.…We actually moved more into doing some commissioning, if we did give
people money, there was an element of, “We’ve come to do this, but we’d like to bring
this designer over” etc. And we’d say “OK, well, we’ll have a look at that.” We did put
money into Bran Nue Dae, which I had a long argument with David about.…But I’d begun
to become more interested in the process, and not process for process’s sake, but
understanding the long term development of what we were doing, which in the end drove
the Major Festivals’ Initiative that we developed with ourselves and the Adelaide Festival.
We lobbied, at that time the federal party which was in opposition, to put it on its policy
platform for the arts, that they would invest a certain amount of money, about $150,000
a year for three years, into the creation of substantial work that could sit alongside the
works that had been touring the world for a couple of years, and also would be something
that could be exported, and would have a life which was not just one festival, at least two
festivals had to support it. So this was the Major Festivals’ Initiative, which included Perth,
Adelaide, Sydney, Melbourne was in there originally I think, and Brisbane. … Interestingly
enough one of the first projects that we did support was Cloudstreet, which set a standard.
(H. Boston, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 52-53)

So through the combination of external criticism and internal driving forces, the Festival
of Perth not only brought in great international cultural acts but it also commissioned
or part-funded the development of the local scene, and was also working closely with
other festivals in Australia to co-produce works. The Major Festivals’ Initiative was very
important, as it allowed the association that existed between festivals in Australia to
become recognised and financed at a federal level. Australian arts organisations had
been working together to share artists and off-set the costs of bringing acts in from
abroad for years, and the Festival of Perth had aimed to do so since Birman first
approached the Adelaide Festival at its inception. Blenkinsop shared Birman’s desire to
defer costs through working collaboratively, as he mentioned in an interview with The
Australian newspaper:
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Plate 20: Local versus international in the Festival of Perth
Geoff Gibbs’s broadside, ‘What price the Festival of Perth?’, opened the debate:
In a tough financial climate, the WA Department for the Arts has provided $64,000
to the 1992 Festival of Perth….Is the festival an anachronism? Forty years ago Perth
may well not have been part of the international concert/ theatre circuit. But today
there is a rich and varied year-long arts performance programme available through
the Perth Concert Hall, Musica Viva, countless Perth Theatre Trust offerings - and
the state’s resident performing arts groups, supplemented by top touring companies
from the east and overseas.…The festival is unfortunately performed when it’s too
hot, too early in the year, it’s too compacted, too frequent, too foreign, too unrelated
to (or disinterested in) the indigenous arts and Australian community.…Under the
present artistic policy, there is little or no long-term benefit to Australian performers
from the three week event. Visiting companies arrive, perform, depart. The frequency
of workshops and seminars is spasmodic and often financially beyond the resources
of individual performers or companies. (Gibbs, 1992, p. 7)
Former committee member Derek Holroyde wrote in support of Gibbs:
As one of the very few … who have resigned from the Festival of Perth committee (in
1979) on matters of principle, I find his concerns similar to my own. Even 13 years
ago I was exasperated by the prevailing attitude of dismissal towards local talent. It
was not so bad even then and would have achieved fine results if the Festival funds
had been partly used to bring in guest directors or performers to work with WA’s
own artists, something they had hardly any chance of experiencing. The other main
concern I had was that the Festival was creaming off the lion’s share of available local
sponsorship money. In those days the Perth Building Society contributed strongly
to the theatre programme, nearly all from overseas. Today the Myer million largely
goes to sustain productions that have no long-term connection with, nor advantage
for, WA.…the style and self-congratulatory tone of the Festival are quite out of date
and apparently inflexible.…There seems no reason at all why the Festival of Perth
productions should not be presented at different periods through the year - films as
now, music, dance and theatre at any time and the visual arts (for which the Festival
has shown no real interest or aptitude) funded separately to a different organisation.
And there should be no state funding without some clear guidelines as to the
proportion of indigenous activities and talents to which they are devoted.(Holroyde,
1992, p. 38)
Then The West Australian leader added its tuppence worth:
Like all 40th anniversaries, the Festival of Perth’s opening this weekend should be a
time for reflection on past achievements and future directions.…Each year our festival
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offers a programme that attempts to reconcile the challenge and confrontation
of new art with the comfort and accessibility of popular entertainment. It has
not always been successful - and that is to be expected. Providing arts events
that will please everyone is impossible. And where there has been some
debate or controversy about where an art form sits in the popular imagination,
the Festival has always championed the new and the challenging. That has
often led to charges of elitism and distancing of art from public taste - a policy
for which the Festival need make no excuse.…(Gibbs’s) comments - although
they represent a vested interest - should be viewed as the opening shots in the
overdue debate over the future of the Festival.…It is time to consider some of
these fundamental questions, not only about the rationale of the Festival, but
about the way the people of Perth want their cultural dollar carved up. None
of this is to say the Festival should be dismembered and reformed simply
because we have had 40 years of basically the same format. But it is time to
consider what we want the Festival to deliver into the 90s. Meanwhile, enjoy
the Festival acts in this year’s line-up. It’s been fun so far, and the Festival still
ranks as one of the best and most comprehensive annual arts festivals in the
world, despite increasing competition from the other states. (“The Festival of
Perth proves that there is life after 40”, 1992, p. 10)

While stopping short of saying there are too many major festivals in this country, Blenkinsop
maintains there should be more co-operation between them. “I’ve always believed that if
there’s a possibility of sharing costs, like all the European festivals do, and these are in
towns and cities much closer together than we have here, we should do that,” he says.
“Also, we’re using public money. We have some kind of responsibility to ensure these
things are seen by as many people in Australia as possible.” (Jones, 1994)

The Major Festivals’ Initiative now formalised the process for sharing international
work and co-commissioning local pieces of national significance, with the intention of
exporting Australian culture to the rest of the world and making a contribution to the socalled ‘festival circuit’.
1992 also marked the final year of the ‘Myer million’ sponsorship, which had provided
$1million over three years. There was doubt about the sustainability of the Festival, and
questions over where such a large and significant amount of money was going to be
found for future Festivals. A funding crisis point had been reached (see Plate 21), and it
was recognised by the Festival organisers that an equivalent investment or more would
be required to be able to produce the number and range of Festival events which its
audience had come to expect.
To overcome this Blenkinsop had to seek the support of key figures in Perth’s political,
cultural and education sectors. Blenkinsop recounted that he and the University of
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Western Australia’s Vice Chancellor Faye Gale, lobbied the State Premier Carmen
Lawrence for extra funding. He later commented that he had to:
call in Carmen Lawrence, who was the then premier of the State, together with Faye Gale,
who was the chair of the board of the Festival, and the Vice Chancellor of the University.
… And I said, “Something has to be done if the Festival wishes to be saved.” It was at
that moment that the Premier, Carmen Lawrence, … talked to the Minister for Lotteries
and … we became under the wing of the Lotteries Commission. Which was a great saving
because we really didn’t know where we were going. (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview,
Appendix A, 2007, p. 26)

Blenkinsop and Gayle were fortunate in that Carmen Lawrence had strong connections
with UWA, having studied and worked there prior to entering politics, and she also
had a great interest in the arts in the state. As a result of their efforts and networks, the
Festival commenced a funding agreement with the Lotteries Commission of Western
Australia which continues to this day (2011) with what is now known as Lotterywest
cited as the ‘principal partner’ in the Festival’s banner of sponsors. The Festival had
another significant partnership to manage, this time with a quasi-governmental funding
organisation which reported to a state government minister. This meant that the Festival
was now open to political pressures, albeit mediated through a third party.
Street Theatre at the Festival of Perth: 1992 - 1999
With the input of funding from the Lotteries Commission, community involvement
became increasingly important. One of the ways to achieve this throughout the 1990s
was the increased use of street theatre as a way to engage the people of Perth with the
Festival. Street theatre at Blenkinsop’s Festivals had started with Yorkshireman Albert
Hunt performing as part of the outdoor events in Museum Street in 1977, and had
flourished as part of the Northbridge Festival which had been established as an off-shoot
of the main Festival in 1981.
The free street theatre entertainments brought to the city in the 1990s, however, were
bigger and bolder, which Boston described as a ‘purple patch’ (H. Boston, Personal
Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 58). Sponsored by Healthway, the City of Perth, Forrest
Chase and Citi Place, it opened up aspects of the Festival to the unsuspecting public
because it was free to watch and held in open-air venues in the central business district
and some suburbs. Although accessible in the sense that it didn’t cost the audience
anything to see it, nor did they have to venture into an arts venue, Blenkinsop believed
that it was nevertheless challenging, and often surprising:
Street theatre did make a lot of publicity for the Festival. It proved to be a very good way
of catching the public and letting the public know there is a Festival on and they should get
into it real quick … sometimes you have to work quite hard, the pedestrians had to work
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Plate 21: Sponsorship – a latecomer to the Festival of Perth
There was a dearth of business backing for the Festival in its first two decades, as this
quote from the second Director, John Birman, demonstrates:
The policy in Perth was to win the hearts and minds of its own citizens, a notion
which initially made it very difficult to secure financial support from the business
community with their philosophy – ‘What’s in it for us?’. It was only when the Festival
became universally accepted that money started flowing in, firms and organisations
being keen to offer sponsorship. Symbolically, this started to occur during the 21st
Festival of Perth when the bank of New South Wales provided funds. (Birman, 1981,
pp. 62-63)
In 1980, David Blenkinsop tried to encourage business support of the Festival by sending
out an impersonal letter and an accompanying brochure which contained a potted history
of arts patronage from ancient times to the present day. It also made comparisons with
what was happening in the area of arts sponsorship back in the ‘Mother Country’:
Not until after the Second World War did patronage from the Public Sector start through
such bodies as the Arts Council of Great Britain. For almost twenty years the patronage of
Governments upheld the Arts almost single-handed – bridging the gap between earned
income and the abruptly rising costs of the article itself. In the last fifteen to twenty years
administrators of the Arts, in order to maintain and develop the quality of their activities,
have had to turn increasingly to the private sector for patronage.
It is interesting to note how in Britain over the last ten years there has been a distinct
change of direction in the application of sponsorship in the leisure industry, with a
gradual increase in Arts sponsorship at the expense of similar sponsorship in sport.
Many major companies in commerce and industry have moved into the prestigious
Arts world of the Opera Houses, the Concert Halls, the Art Galleries and the major
Arts Festivals and it is no secret that their sponsorship has been aimed at the public
who patronise those activities – a public which embraces the decision makers, the
leaders and the potential future leaders of the community. Similar trends are very
much in evidence in Australia. (Festival of Perth, 1980)
In the Festival’s Annual Report for 1999, the last under Blenkinsop’s directorship, the levels
of grants and sponsorship are charted from 1977-1999 as a percentage of total income.
This shows that:

•
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In 1977, box office receipts made up 44%, state government and other public grants
accounted for 45%, and private sponsors had contributed 10%, of a total income of
$445,082. There was no income noted from touring in this year.
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•

By 1988, the year of the Bicentennial celebrations, the total income had
increased to almost $5million ($4,909,943). 62% of this came from box office
receipts and touring income, 31% from state government and other public
grants, and 6% from private sponsors.

•

The highest percentage of total income from private sponsors - 21% - was
seen in 1992 (the final year of the ‘Myer million’), with 58% of income coming
from box office receipts and touring, and 15% from state government and other
public grants. The total income for 1992 was $5,187,700.

•

In Blenkinsop’s final year, 1999, a total income of $6,925,527 was made up of
36% from box office receipts and touring income, 47% from state government
and other public grants, and 13% from private sponsors. (Festival of Perth,
1999a, p. 17)

It would appear that it was still “very difficult to secure financial support from
the business community”, as the percentage of corporate sponsorship had not
increased significantly, even during the years when Perth’s economy was booming.

quite hard, particularly with the French [entertainers] that we used to have who were very
naughty. (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 33)

From 1992-1999 local and overseas street theatre acts who performed at the Festival
of Perth included: Stalker Stilt Theatre, Stretch MK1, Public Images, Junkelan, Strange
Fruit, Orchestra of the Global Nomads, and Five Angry Men from Australia; Ilotopie,
Geometrie Variable, Les Voisins, Les Pietons, Turbo Cacahuète, Royal de Luxe, Les
Arts Saux, Pocheros, and Friches Theatre Urbain from France; Les Hommes en Noir
from Belgium; The Uncles, Mr Jones, and Avanti Display from the UK; Teatro Buendia,
with music group Buendia Havana from Cuba; and Palo Q’Sea from Colombia. These
international groups brought a style of entertainment to the streets of Perth which was
sometimes subversive, sometimes provocative, sometimes participatory, but also open
and accessible to a wide range of passers-by (see Plate 22).
1993 - 1995
Music featured strongly in 1993 as one of the Festival’s strands to attract its audience,
with the appearance of Antal Szalai’s Hungarian Gypsy Orchestra, which performed at
the Perth Concert Hall and toured regionally. Continuing to forge links with Asia, the
1993 Festival hosted an ‘Indian Summit’. It featured performances by the Karnataka
College of Percussion, Mallika Sarabhai and the dancers and musicians of the Darpana
Academy, and Trilok Gurtu on percussion, accompanied by Daniel Goyone on piano
and John Harle on saxophone. Two big drawcards which performed together were
the Prague Chamber Orchestra and the Estonian Philharmonic Chamber Choir, which
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Plate 22: Perspectives on street theatre at the Festival of Perth
A taste of what was on offer from a review entitled ‘Milk Baths and Odorama’, from UK
newspaper The Financial Times:
In fact serious music, theatre and films are its mainstays, just like Edinburgh on a
smaller scale; but there are also unclassifiable “theatre-pieces” (some free, with A$3m
dollars’ worth of enlightened sponsorship by the state lottery), which have generated
this year’s invaluable “scandals”. … There was less fuss about the French company
Royal de Luxe’s grossly hilarious send-up of Hollywood ancient-Egyptian epics, Le
Peplum, which featured not only Odorama (audience continually sprayed with scents,
each more disgusting than the one before) and a piano catapulted across the stage
to destruction, but a scene where the Pharaoh and his new sister-wife stripped off to
await the filling of their bath by three servants with an endless ritual supply of milkcartons.(Murray, 1997, p. 13)
From David Blenkinsop:
(Street theatre) was just a way to begin with … to have a public awareness of what the
Festival is about, and one of the ways of catching them is to give them extraordinary
stuff in the city. Well, of course, when the street festivals first started we were not doing
anything like the extraordinary street theatre the French and Italians and people brought
into the Festival, they were something else again … I mean, there was one group called
Les Hommes en Noir, … and they were walking round the city, or Northbridge anyway,
in their black bowler hats, they were very strange looking people, they looked really,
really odd. They did really naughty things, like standing on a traffic intersection with
traffic lights and they wouldn’t take any notice of what the colours were in the lamps,
red, amber or green, and they went into shops and they just created mayhem. (D.
Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 33-34)
From Henry Boston:
We really did hit our straps in the ’90s. And some of that was to do with the funding
phases that sit within foreign governments, for example France had put a lot of
money into street theatre and contemporary dance. So there was quite a significant
amount money available to help us bring very large groups over. But we saw it
essentially, for me certainly, and I think David shares that, but my feeling was that if
we’re to grow an audience for what we do, then we need to remove what I call the
‘Edifice Complex’, which is where people go, “Oh, this is a theatre, I don’t know the
rules, and therefore I won’t go in.” But if you have theatre out in the open where
people normally congregate there’s no rules in that sense. At least they get exposed
to something and think, “Wow! That was great, I might go and try it!” So it’s a way
of trying to engage another group of people who wouldn’t normally go to theatre. I’d
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like to think we’ve been successful there. And it was also about what makes a
city tick … How do you animate the streets? What gives it a pulse? It’s really
important. And that’s why we did a lot of programming in street theatre and
a significant amount of money was spent in that area. (H. Boston, Personal
Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 58-59)
From Lynn Blenkinsop:
One of the other biggest changes came about through street theatre. We had
the small groups doing real street theatre, which was amazing … We also
had the huge epics. Peplum, I think, is one that nobody will forget. We’d been
round, and I’d told people, “You must come and see it, you must come and
see it!” It was free, the company would not allow tickets to be sold, but you
had to give people tickets because there were only a certain number of seats.
The reaction from so many was: “Yeah, well, we’ll wait and see what so-andso says.” Consequently, by the last performance, there wasn’t a seat to be had
and there were thousands who had travelled from all over the place. I thought,
“Let this be a warning!” If you have a director who is known for bringing in
quality things, you don’t wait, you book, you get in there, you get in there! (L.
Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 74)

Blenkinsop had persuaded to perform the music of Estonian composer Arvo Part. He
had lengthy negotiations which were described as follows:
It took some persuasion by Mr Blenkinsop to attract the shy Mr Part to Perth. He said, ‘I
don’t know whether I could do that’. Apparently he is terrified of travelling from Tallin to
Riga, let alone here. He said he had a lot of composing to do. Then suddenly he said,
‘Maybe if I wake up on 7 February and go to Australia, I’ll go’.” (Shmith, 1992, p. 11)

This story also highlighted how Blenkinsop and Boston used their expertise and their
networks to divide up the workload for Festival programming. Boston later commented that:
[David] would have very set priorities. I would have nothing to do with the classical music
program, that was clear, and I didn’t seek to. That was his background, his expertise, and
it was clearly owned by him. Local theatre, on the other hand, he just thought the standard
generally was the pits, so I ended up doing most of the work. (H. Boston, Personal
Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 52)

Boston claimed several other areas of the Festival’s artistic programming and development
as part of his workload:
When I started, when I was Festival Administrator in ’89 we had a pretty rickety old visual
arts program. Just one of things that you have, every festival needs to have this, this and
this, and yet you’ve got to do it properly, or not do it at all. That was always a source of
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certain contention between David and I as to how much resource we put towards the
visual arts program. The great thing that I got from working at the Festival, I was given
the chance to learn and be exposed to things that I probably wouldn’t have had if I’d just
stayed in theatre. And I was learning from scratch basically. Ending up being the person
who put the visual arts program together, it took me a few years to hit my straps. And
doing the Writer’s Festival, putting that together, it took me a bit of time to do that. But
what it exposed me to, I was so lucky, a whole different area of creativity, and appreciation
of that and a much deeper understanding of it. These were areas that David liked, but
unless it was going to be one of his favourite writers coming, it was really not his interest.
He knew we should do it, and it had to be a good program, but putting it together was not
one of his priorities. (H. Boston, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 54-55)

This reinforces the idea that Blenkinsop and Boston worked closely on administration
and programming; dividing up priorities, but sharing responsibility.
While there had always been a pattern of local companies taking their place in the
program alongside other Australian companies and international acts, that investment
seemed to be paying off by 1993. Australian plays, and local theatre companies were
well represented by the following productions: Hole in the Wall - Daisy Bates and the
Dancer by John Aitken; Deckchair Theatre - My Spiritual Dreaming by Eddie Bennell;
Black Swan Theatre - Tourmaline by Randolph Stow; Swy Theatre Company – Five
Fingers by Sally Richardson. From the Eastern States the Sydney Theatre Company and
the Theatre of Image presented The Happy Prince by Kim Carpenter and Richard Tulloch.
Two major international theatre productions which had been brought into the Festival
that year were the Royal Shakespeare Company doing The Comedy of Errors, and the
spectacular production of The Song of Jacob Zulu presented by the Steppenwolf Theatre
Company accompanied by Ladysmith Black Mambazo. Contemporary dance tangoed
with cabaret when the Chrissie Parrott Dance Company teamed up with Robyn Archer
to present See Ya Next Century, a Festival of Perth and Sydney Festival commission.
The standout exhibition was the survey show of Lucien Freud’s work from 1943-1991,
displayed at the Art Gallery of Western Australia.
Following on from this, a strong visual arts program was presented in 1994, featuring
exhibitions by Australian artists Geoff Ricardo and Charles Blackman, French historical
and Czech and Slovak contemporary photography exhibitions, as well as tapestry, pottery
and architecture exhibitions. These were complemented by a series of free public lectures.
In music, Wynton Marsalis, described as “the definitive jazz trumpeter of his generation”
(Festival of Perth, 1994, p. 43), and his septet appeared at the Perth Concert Hall. This
was a collaborative presentation by the Festival in association with the New Zealand
International Festival of the Arts, and tickets were reasonably priced at $38.
The Budapest Symphony Orchestra from Hungary played at the Abbey Vale Vineyard
in 1994, and this was followed in 1995 by the Odessa Philharmonic Orchestra who
played at the winery as well as three performances at the Perth Concert Hall. Other
classical music highlights of 1995 were the WASO 20th Century Ensemble performing
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with guest conductor André Valade, and the Stuttgart Chamber Orchestra with the
Prague Chamber Choir. A special Festival commission of 1995 was Here!Now!, which
brought together seventy actors, dancers and musicians from three leading, local youth
arts organisations: WA youth jazz orchestra, Leeming Youth Theatre and Steps Youth
Dance Company.

Figrue: Street Theatre at the Festival of Perth, c.1995-1997 is not available in this version of
the thesis

Street Theatre at the Festival of Perth, c.1995-1997
Photograph by Paul Chapman
Courtesy National Library of Australia, nla.pic-an12549243-33-v

1996 - 1998
This eclectic mix continued in 1996. Each Festival offered up the acclaimed, unusual and
spectacular, and this formula was what had come to be expected. High points of the
1996 Festival were as diverse as a lecture from British starmaker and svengali Malcolm
McLaren, performances by the Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra, and drama and dance
from Lithuania. Contemporary dance continued to have a strong showing, with Bangarra
Dance Theatre presenting Ochres at UWA’s Sunken Garden, and Grupo Corpo Brazilian
Dance Theatre performing at His Majesty’s Theatre. A total of 771,624 people attended
Festival performances and events in 1996, its highest ever audience figure, and over
$2.5million was generated in box office receipts (Festival of Perth, 1999a, p. 17).
Two controversial performance pieces were the talk of the town during the 1997 Festival.
Spain’s Semola Teatre presented Hibrid at UWA’s Riley Oval, which was described as
“not a performance for the prudish” and “variously kinky and voyeuristic” (Festival of
Perth, 1997, p. 27). The second was:

ANNE M RENNIE

[ 157

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

AATT...ENEN...TIONON, performed by the French dancer-choreographer Boris Charmatz
with two colleagues, male and female, “with nothing but a T-shirt separating their heads
from their sexuality”. … The choreography was tautly characterised, with the three dancers
racked one above another on a tier of platforms, forever invisible to each other in their
intense, music-less convolutions, and yet slipping into eerie synchronies. Provocative and
fascinating, but eminently serious. The enraged letters published in The Western Australian
were written before their authors could have seen the piece. (Murray, 1997, p. 13)

Other dance included the Belen Maya Flamenco Company from Spain, Black Blanc
Beur from France, and Australia’s Chunky Move Dance Company, which were all part of
what had now become the Commonwealth Bank Dance Series.
In theatre, a major development was the local production of David Milroy’s Runumuk
by the Perth-based Yirra Yaakin Noongar Theatre which, having been formed in 1993
as an offshoot of Barking Gecko Theatre Company, launched its first ever professional
season, and Western Australia finally had a stand-alone Indigenous theatre company.
The stage adaptation of Randolph Stow’s The Merry Go Round in the Sea performed
by Black Swan Theatre company, with sets by Robert Juniper, received rave reviews.
The Festival commissioned the avant-garde music and installation work, Opening of the
Mouth by Elision, which premiered at the Midland Railway Workshops Foundry. British

Figure: Festival of Perth Telstra Phonecard, 1997 is not available in this version of the thesis

Festival of Perth Telstra Phonecard,1997
Artist: Trevor Woodward
Author’s Personal Collection
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artists featured strongly, as it was the fiftieth anniversary of the British Council’s presence
in Australia. The Royal Shakespeare Company presented A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
the West Yorkshire Playhouse presented Wole Soyinka’s The Beatification of Area Boy,
and Soyinka returned to Perth to take part in a discussion forum on the topic Rites of
Theatre, Rites of Power. The music of John Taverner was celebrated in a series of events
entitled Let’s Begin Again.
Following the close of the Festival, on 14 March 1997, David Blenkinsop announced his
retirement, but not with immediate effect. He stated that he was going to stay on for two
more Festivals, and retire after the 1999 Festival. The recruitment process commenced
at UWA and thirteen months later Sean Doran, who was at that time the program director
of the Belfast Festival, was appointed, and once again a European was at the helm of
Australia’s oldest arts festival.
The 1998 Festival opened on Valentine’s Day with a free WASO concert at the Supreme
Court Gardens, compèred by TV personality Peter Holland, and concluded with a free
fireworks display by French Groupe F at Langley Park on Saturday 7 March. Unusual
venues were used for the 1998 theatre performances. The Australian premiere of
French-Canadian director Robert Lepage’s The Seven Streams of the River Ota played
at the rather soulless Challenge Stadium in Mount Claremont. The seven hour long
marathon melded together various performance effects, including Japanese Kabuki and
baroque theatre. Black Swan Theatre Company and Company B Belvoir from Sydney
collaborated on the stage adaptation of Tim Winton’s Cloudstreet, which was presented
at the Endeavour Boatshed in Fremantle. Henry Boston described the way the venue
was used and the audience reaction:
When we did it here, actually down at the Endeavour boatshed in Fremantle, and at the end
the character goes and jumps into the water and drowns himself. Literally, he walked out of
the boatshed and you could hear him as he fell into the water, it was just extraordinary, and
he got a standing ovation. Somebody asked me recently, ‘What was the most satisfying
thing?’ And I said that, having seen it from the beginning through to the end. (H. Boston,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 54)

In other performances, the Commonwealth Bank Dance Series featured the Lyon Opera
Ballet, Les Ballets C. de la B. from Belgium, the Dancers, Drummers and Singers of
Manipur and Australian contemporary circus troupe Acrobat.
In the Festival of Perth offices during 1998, the organisation of the 1999 Festival was taking
place as usual, but planning for the 2000 Festival was already underway. A significant
difference between the last change of director in 1976 and now was that there was a
handover period of approximately six months, when Sean Doran was operating in the
Festival offices and commencing the 2000 program plan. However, just as John Birman
had lamented that he had not had enough staff to run the Festival, David Blenkinsop
recalled the day Sean Doran outlined his plans for staff expansion:
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Sean Doran … was in Perth for the last six months. I’d said to the University it would be
good if he could see how we worked. I’m not sure that that was a great success really,
because he changed everything. I mean, it’s quite within his portfolio to do that, I suppose,
but we had a very good system, and we had twelve permanent staff running it. And the
first thing Sean Doran said to me, when he’d been here about a couple of months, he
said, … “I’d just like to talk to you, David, about the administration of things.” I said, “Yes,
ok, I’m busy Sean, because it’s my last Festival, but you can come down and talk to me.”
So he came down to talk to me and said, “David, you’re not going to like this … I need
an administrative staff of twenty-seven people.” And I said “Twenty-seven people! What
on earth are you going to do with twenty-seven people and who’s going to pay for it?” I
had twelve, and he was going to have twenty-seven. (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview,
Appendix A, 2007, p. 43)

In fact, whilst it is true that the permanent staff of the Festival numbered around 10-12
during the nineties, there was usually an additional temporary staff of around 16 people.
They undertook roles ranging from co-ordinating the outdoor events to managing the
Festival club, and there was even a dedicated courier. In addition, the work that the
Friends of the Festival did continued throughout the year and increased at Festival time;
from fundraising drives to hosting artists and simply buying tickets. This mix of a small
permanent team with a larger temporary workforce mirrored the developments in festival
staffing across Australia at this time. The Australian Bureau of Statistics overview of
Cultural Trends in Australia for 1997 notes that:
Most employment created by festivals is only of a short duration – even the major Australian
festivals only employ a handful of permanent staff. … In total, there were 202,700 people
who worked in organising festivals. The short-term nature of this type of work is shown
by the survey – 28.6% of festival involvements had a duration of one to two weeks and
a further 24.9% involved only three to four weeks work. Most people were not paid for
their involvement – only 14.2% received any payment for their work. (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 1997, p. 92)

So while the Festival of Perth did not lag behind other major arts festivals in this area,
Blenkinsop’s criticism of Doran’s expansion of the staffing structure perhaps showed
that Blenkinsop may still have been thinking of a local Festival run on a shoestring (see
Plate 23), while Doran believed that he had taken on the role of Director of a major
international arts festival and wanted the requisite number of personnel to reflect this.
1999
The final Festival of Perth under Blenkinsop did not pass without the customary publicity
spat, this time from state government. The Australian newspaper reported it as follows:
The week after the Festival of Perth launch, enmity between West Australian Arts Minister
Peter Foss and critics of the State Government threatens to overshadow veteran festival
director David Blenkinsop’s swansong. ‘He had a tinpot little festival before we gave him
an extra million bucks,’ was Foss’s comment to The Australian after Blenkinsop chided
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Plate 23: A footnote on the Festival’s finances, and its
relationship with UWA
What the Director, David Blenkinsop, said in an article in the UWA publication Uniview:
We also know that we never had to have any bale-outs [sic] from our parent body, the
University, or from the State Government. I am very proud of that because I think we
would be alone in Australia in not having to be ‘saved’.(UWA, 1997, p. 10)
What Phyllis Gregory, the Festival’s accountant said:
David Blenkinsop lost money on ten of his twenty-three festivals. Only three losses
exceeded $100,000, and these were budgeted for. All losses were covered by
reserves. (Hough, 2003, p. 306)
What Margaret Seares, as the representative of UWA - the Festival’s parent body, said
about the financial situation:
There were times during David Blenkinsop’s period where the Festival went into
deficit, but no one knew about that, the University just covered its costs. Nobody
in the University knew about it, because … the University’s finances weren’t as
transparent, so no one was poring over annual reports and seeing where all this
money might have come and gone. So, some of it is to do with the fact, certainly
David managed well, but he did have deficit Festivals, and they were just sort of
covered over. (M. Seares, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 81)
Margaret Seares also spoke of the relationship between UWA and the Festival during
David Blenkinsop’s time as Director:
During David’s time, I think the relationship was relatively loose. I think a lot of people
out in the community didn’t necessarily know the Festival was a section of the
University … on the other hand, there was probably a lot more actual Festival activity
on the campus. There was the Festival club out here, there was a lot more use of the
various theatres, as well as the film season, which is still very strong today. Physically,
I think the relationship was probably closer. In terms of management it was, I think,
a lot looser, and I also think that if you’d asked most University staff, they would
have been surprised to find that the Festival was part of the University. (M. Seares,
Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 80)
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him for missing the launch of the director’s 21st, and last, festival. Foss … has proved
extraordinarily sensitive to Blenkinsop’s criticism of the State Government’s commitment
to the arts. ‘I think Blenkinsop is confusing his own importance and the importance of
the festival,’ Foss says. ‘He doesn’t matter’. Blenkinsop … labelled Foss’s comments as
‘petulant and puerile’. … Foss said Blenkinsop had outlived his use-by date. So it should
be compulsive viewing when their paths inevitably cross once the Perth Festival begins.
(Price, 1998, p. 15)

However, as the saying goes, ‘no publicity is bad publicity’, and the 1999 Festival pulled in
the audiences with productions such as director Ong Keng Sen’s Lear and the Company
Chandigarh’s version of Yerma. Co-commissioned by the Festival of Perth and the
Sydney Festival, with financial assistance from the Major Festivals’ Initiative, was Perthbased aerial troupe Skadada’s Electronic Big Top, which played at the Regal Theatre
from 24-26 February. The English Shakespeare Company’s Antony and Cleopatra was
not a box-office success, a fact which Blenkinsop put down to the fact that he had taken
a gamble and booked the show without having seen it, in order that there would be an
event in His Majesty’s Theatre for the two weeks of the Festival. Consequently, although
the initial ticket bookings appeared to be good, these diminished after the reviews of the
show were published (D. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 28).
In his review for The West Australian newspaper, Ron Banks wrote:
It would not be fair to label this production pedestrian or dull, it’s long but there are some
sparkling moments … But it’s difficult to sustain Antony and Cleopatra as a comedy and
the serious business of battles and power struggles soon overwhelm the action. In the
end, though, there is little sense of engagement with the main game, which is the passion
and willful unpredictability of the lovers. (Banks, 1999, ‘Arts Today’, p.6)

Blenkinsop later commented that he had “committed the cardinal error”, and that in
doing so the theatre program in his final Festival “slithered to a rather sad end” (D.
Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, p.28).
Even in a full program which embraced a wide cultural offering (see Plate 24), room was
still found for extraneous events; cricket at the WACA still featured, along with the Sport
and Aircraft Association of Australia’s display day at Langley Park. Once again, a broad
range of artforms was included in the Festival, there was the influx of the international
along with the support of the local, there were free events and high-end ticket prices,
and the Festival spread through the city and suburbs. In Theatre Australia (un)limited:
Australian theatre since the 1950s, Milne makes reference to this formula, and the
transformation from a local and national focus to an international affair as some of the
key factors in the development of the Festival:
The oldest Australian festival, the annual Festival of Perth, continued until 1976 under John
Birman’s directorship as a mainly local event, with occasional infusions from overseas
and increasingly frequent visits from interstate theatre companies. … But in 1976 a new
director - Englishman David Blenkinsop - took over and he rapidly made the Festival of
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Perth a much more prominent national and international affair, mixing commissioned
premieres of local plays with several interstate and overseas companies, mostly at first
from the UK and Europe in what became a fairly typical formula for major capital city arts
festivals. (Milne, 2004, pp. 375-376)

It could be argued that Blenkinsop was a festival pioneer in creating this ‘formula for
major capital city arts festivals’, but it is possible that this was the inevitable course that
Australian arts festivals would follow. With new technology and more frequent transport
links making the world a smaller place, arts festivals were perhaps destined to become
more international in scope. The network which was set up with other Australian arts
organisations, through which Blenkinsop persuaded them to bear some of the burden
of the cost of bringing international acts to Australia, was another reason why it became
easier to bring overseas artists to the Festival. These international acts could then tour
several cities in Australia, connecting together the arts audiences and practitioners in
Australia with international standards and styles of new arts events and productions.
The format of the Festival of Perth largely reflected international trends in the growth of
festival culture worldwide.
The last Festival of Blenkinsop’s reign was also the last Festival of Perth as was, and a new
era began as the Festival was relaunched with a new name, the Perth International Arts
Festival (PIAF). In the Festival’s Annual Report for 1999, the chairman and UWA’s ViceChancellor Professor Deryck M. Schreuder, acknowledged Blenkinsop’s achievements
as follows:
The 1999 Festival was also notable as the last under the directorship of David Blenkinsop
who, for almost a quarter of a century, has developed our Festival into one of the major
cultural events on the international calendar. As well as bringing the best of the world’s
performing arts to Perth, he also helped give the State’s artists and companies a unique
opportunity to show their work to the world. In acknowledgement of his outstanding work
the University of Western Australia awarded Mr Blenkinsop with an Honorary Degree of
Doctor of Letters. (Festival of Perth, 1999a, p. 1)

In the same report, Schreuder outlined the future plans for the Festival:
In the latter part of the year, the Festival embarked on a new era befitting the advent of a
new century, as Mr Sean Doran took up residence as the Festival’s new Chief Executive
and Artistic Director. The Board has always been mindful that the Festival’s reputation
crosses international boundaries, a fact that has ensured we have been able to attract major
international artists to Perth. To fully reflect our international nature the Board endorsed a
change of name to the ‘Perth International Arts Festival’ with a continuing emphasis in
work of international standard and relevance, irrespective of where it is produced - either
in Australia or abroad. (ibid)

The change of name was coupled with a change in direction for the Festival. A week after
David’s departure in March, and shortly after the close of the 1999 Festival, Boston also
announced his decision to leave, stating that he felt that “from my point of view it’s the
appropriate time, and from the organisation’s point of view it’s probably appropriate too”
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Plate 24: Personal Taste – why you can’t please all of the
people all of the time
During the oral history interviews with four key Festival players, it became clear how
important personal experience was in creating a connection to a public spectacle. When
asked to recall a ‘cultural highlight’, the range of answers showed just how subjective that
phrase could be.
Lynn Blenkinsop’s experience of ballet as a child meant that she found the contemporary
dance programs to be amazing:
One of the biggest changes that affected me, and a lot of people in Perth, was
David’s insistence on dance, not the classical tutus, but just about everything else.
When I think about the exciting French companies, Canadian, American, and Twyla
Tharp, Desrosiers, so many of them. We still don’t have a decent dance space, so
the majority of them were in His Majesty’s Theatre. These companies had what I call
a “WOW” factor: you were just bowled over, they were just wonderful. Up until that
time, as a young girl, I’d been a little ballet dancer, so ballet and classical, that’s all I
knew. But suddenly here was this amazing theatre of movement and dance, and it
took a long time, but I know the audiences gradually built up, it was very, very tough.
I think David was able to subsidise it from good ticket sales at the outdoor cinema.
(L. Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 73)
Margaret Seares completed both her undergraduate and postgraduate degrees in music
at UWA, so it was no surprise to find where her interests lay:
A lot of people will think about The Mahabharata, a major and very significant
performance, which no way could it have come to Perth without a Festival. And I think
it was with the Festival that I heard the Chicago Symphony here, and there were also
several other big, international orchestras. I remember Chicago, I remember some
quite stunning performances. Those are the ones that tend to stick in the mind. (M.
Seares, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, p. 82)
Henry Boston had had an interest in theatre from an early age, going on to graduate with
an honours degree in drama from Bristol University. His emphasis was on the big, theatre
projects in which he had had a great deal of personal and professional involvement. In a
personal interview with Henry Boston (Appendix A, 2007), he mentioned:

•

Nimrod Theatre Company’s production of Romeo and Juliet, featuring a very young
Mel Gibson as Romeo (p.47)

•

Macunaíma, the Brazilian play, which he described as “the most fantastic show” (p.48)
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•

The “very significant theatre pieces” which he described as the “hallmark of
David’s time”, including Rustaveli Theatre Company’s Richard III, Peter Brook’s
Mahabharata, and Lepage’s Seven Streams of the River Ota. (p.49)

•

Justin Monjo and Nick Enright’s adaptation of Tim Winton’s Cloudstreet, which
he hailed as “one of those pieces that is an iconic piece of Australian theatre”
(p.54)

David Blenkinsop, having had time to think about the ‘cultural landmarks’ of the
Festival, chose to list his achievements across the whole period of his directorship,
stating:
I’ve made a note of what I think were the highlights, because it’s very difficult,
because in the twenty-three years I ran the Festival, I engaged many, many
companies to come here. Just quickly, to let people know, in my twentythree years I invited and presented: fifty-five international theatre companies;
thirty-seven international dance companies; fifteen international symphony
orchestras; twenty-seven international chamber orchestras; and some
sixty-three international jazz groups. Over twenty-three years, it’s a lot. (D.
Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, Appendix A, 2007, pp. 21-22)
- perhaps showing that he considered the whole to be a ‘cultural landmark’ in and
of itself.

(Pryor, 1999, p. 16). His contribution to the Festival and Perth cultural life was recognised
by Duncan Ord, who had been involved in many aspects of Perth’s performing arts, and
who is reported to have commented:
Boston was instrumental in nurturing original West Australian theatre. Without his last
minute provision of funds and a venue for Bran Nue Dae, the critically acclaimed and
successful production would not have got off the ground. Obviously we are saddened that
an era has well and truly come to an end, with both Henry and David leaving simultaneously.
(Pryor, 1999, p. 16)

It is fitting that with this statement, Boston’s contribution to local culture was recognised,
perhaps as a complement, or even a counterpoint, to Blenkinsop’s role (see Plate 25).
So there was a full stop to the Festival of Perth. The founder and president, Fred Alexander,
had passed away on 17 March, 1996, aged 96 years. The Festival’s two key staff members
were gone, there was a name change and a new director was in charge. No director would
be given the opportunity to build the Festival the way in which its first three directors had
done, as the post was now offered on a four year contract basis, allowing for a mediumterm artistic vision and a degree of stability, but also allowing the parent body, UWA, the
ability to change the course of the Festival if need be. The Festival of Perth as it was had
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come to an end, but many of the traditions, and many of the traditional arguments, still
continue within its successor, the Perth International Arts Festival.

Chapter 8 Reflections
If the Festival had found its winning formula by the early 1990s, it continued with it
through the remainder of the decade. This does not mean that each Festival was dull,
repetitive or unchallenging. The framework for programming remained the same, but a
new spectacle was being delivered year-on-year. The Festival had found, or more likely
had created, its audiences, and now programmed to please them every year. Within
the annual Festival there was room for its customs, such as incorporating Asian dance
companies into the dance program – whether traditional or contemporary. There was
room for local theatre, if the local theatre company was putting on something of note for
the Festival, alongside the big names of international drama productions. There was a
community-driven element, be it through street festival or street theatre or some other
free, public event. Festivals took place within the Festival, such as the Writers’ Festival,
to cater for niche markets or particular audience segments. There was usually something
ground-breaking, or significantly new for those chasing the avant-garde. As ever, the
Perth media looked for the controversies, either in the program or in the politics of the
situation, on which to report and call it news.
Through the team of Blenkinsop and Boston they were able to bring their differing
approaches to Festival programming. Blenkinsop used his love of music and his
networks in this field to bring big name orchestras and conductors to Perth. Boston
worked with the local and national companies to make sure that the Festival benefited
the arts sector in Australia in tangible ways. The Festival management knew how to
deliver outcomes for their main stakeholders, particularly its parent body, UWA. When
one key funder or sponsor withdrew its support, another was courted to take its place,
such as the Lotteries Commission replacing the ‘Myer million’, or the Alcoa-sponsored
contemporary dance program becoming the Commonwealth Bank Dance Series. The
Festival not only programmed by using the ‘festival circuit’ of shows designed for an
international stage, but now contributed to it too. In terms of venues, it made use of every
available traditional, cultural venue (theatres, the concert hall, the entertainment centre)
for the duration of the Festival, and branched out to take the Festival to places that were
not such obvious choices for major events (for example, the Endeavour Boatshed in
Fremantle) as well as to the streets of Perth.
Having almost perfected a pattern for programming and funding that worked for them,
and for the Festival as a whole, on an annual basis, Blenkinsop and Boston both left at
the same time. This may have been beneficial for the audiences and for the development
of the Festival, as perhaps the sudden change was needed to revitalise the Festival and
give it a new vision to take it into the twenty-first century. The Festival of Perth was a
valued institution, but as such its management, and UWA as its overarching legal and

166 ]

ANNE M RENNIE

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

Plate 25: Farewell to the Festival – Thank you and good
night
In the Director’s Foreword to the 1999 program, Blenkinsop took the opportunity to
review his time there:
This is my final year as Director of the Festival of Perth. I arrived in Perth from
England on Easter Sunday 1976 and although I did not know it at the time, the
Festival of Perth was to be the major work of my life. In the intervening years
twenty-three Festival programmes have passed across my desk and out into
the ether beyond.
He then went on to acknowledge and thank the most important people:
Lynn [his wife], Philip and Andrew [his sons] for the many sacrifices they have
made in support of everything I have done. I dedicate my last programme to
them and to the founder of the Festival, the late Fred Alexander. (Festival of
Perth, 1999b, p. 5)

administrative body, could not afford to become complacent about how it could maintain
that position in Perth society. It could not just present ‘more of the same’, regardless of
how entertaining, informative, unique or spectacular that ‘same’ was.
Using the Festival as its arts flagship in its community relations role, UWA chose to
promote the new Perth International Arts Festival as a “centre of excellence within the
University [as well as] the premier cultural event in the state [and] one of the nations
most highly regarded international arts festivals” (UWA, 2001, p. 6). As a result UWA
supported four Festivals which it branded as ‘Millennium Celebration’ events. These
were presented over the four years which spanned the new millennium (2000), the first
year of the new century (2001), the Fiftieth Festival (2002), all leading up to the Golden
Anniversary of the Festival (2003) (UWA, 2000, p. 10), all of which took place under Sean
Doran’s directorship. The decision to appoint directors on four-year contracts only was
another way in which the University could ensure that the Festival was dynamic and
adaptable to change. The Festival of Perth had served its purpose in its time, and the
baton was now handed to the Perth International Arts Festival.

ANNE M RENNIE

[ 167

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

Figure: Portrait of David Blenkinsop, 1993 is not available in this version of the thesis

Portrait of David Blenkinsop, 1993
Photograph by Philip Blenkinsop
Courtesy David and Lynn Blenkinsop
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Chapter Nine

Discussion & Conclusions
The achievements and accomplishments of the Festival of Perth as an entity are many and
varied, driven by the vision, commitment and perseverance of its Directors. To evaluate
in what way the Festival of Perth contributed to Festival Culture in the second half of the
twentieth century, it is useful to consider how the Festival fared throughout its lifespan
according to some of the key definitions and framework outlined in chapter two, and
reiterated below.
First, I consider where the Festival of Perth sat within a definition of what makes a festival.
Next, I note what festival ‘type’ the Festival of Perth conformed to, and whether its position
in this spectrum changed during the years 1955-1999. The different directorial styles
which can be used to program a Festival are then compared to the styles and techniques
which were actually used by the Festival of Perth’s Directors to deliver an annual program.
Finally, after the evolution of the Festival of Perth, which occurred alongside the growth and
development of the city of Perth, is charted against the burgeoning of festivals in Australia
post-World War II, two aspects of festival management - stakeholder management and
product life-cycle - are considered in relation to the Festival of Perth.

Festival Definitions - What made the Festival of Perth a festival?
In order to try to answer the research question of where the Festival of Perth sits within
accepted definitions of festivals, it is first important to ascertain if it conforms to the
selected definitions of festivals. If one of the key criteria for festivals today, as identified in
chapter two (p.16) of this thesis, is that they generate a sense of community celebration
and bring people together to share in extraordinary events, then the Festival of Perth
(and subsequently PIAF) certainly qualifies as a festival. Extraordinary events which have
generated press comment, or journal articles, or book chapters, or which rated highly
for the four interviewees interviewed for this thesis included local and international works
such as: Macunaíma, The Mahabharata, Cloudstreet, the bigger set-pieces of street
theatre, the emphasis on dance, and bringing renowned symphony orchestras, such as
the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, to Perth.
If part of Van Zyl’s definition of festivals is that they are “annually recurring events of
limited duration, which develop their character and reputation over a number of years”
(Van Zyl, 2005, pp. 30-31), then the Festival of Perth has achieved this too. It has
occurred annually since 1953, for a set duration, changing the timing slightly as needs
be. Examples of the moveable timeframe are Blenkinsop’s stated desire to hold the
Festival when full-time students and lecturers returned to UWA, moving away from the
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original model of providing cultural events to cater for the summer school students, and
the request to hold the Festival at a different time to coincide with the America’s Cup in
1987.
The Festival quickly established itself as a reliable event on Perth’s annual, cultural
calendar, but it was nevertheless of a transient nature. Each event within the Festival was
unique, in that if the audience didn’t catch it in its year of presentation, they rarely had the
chance to see it in that format again. This had benefits and disadvantages; while what
was offered to the people of Perth was unique, chosen for them by the Director and the
Festival team, each ticket could only be sold once, and once that opportunity to create
revenue was gone, it was gone. This was why it was important for the Festival to build
its audiences as it built its own expansion. Audiences at times had to be persuaded,
cajoled and encouraged to expand their tastes, hence the mix of the traditional and the
expected alongside the contemporary and the avant-garde within each annual program.
The dance program was an excellent example of this, from featuring two nights of ballet
in the first festival, to the inclusion of generally loss-making performances featuring Asian
dance companies, to the big push to spark interest in contemporary dance in 1987, to
sustaining this with further local and international contemporary dance performances in
the following years. The dance program is also an example of how the Festival built its
reputation over the years; through its commitment to the artform development and its
perseverance with audiences, it became known within the sector for being supportive
of new dance.

Festival Types
If the Festival of Perth were to fit into any of the three festival types outlined by O’Sullivan
and Jackson (2002) – ‘home-grown’, ‘tourist-tempter’ and ‘big bang’ – then it could be
considered that it started out as one type of festival, and ended as a totally different type,
with a different emphasis. The Festival of Perth undoubtedly started out as a ‘homegrown’ festival, organised by a small group of enthusiasts for the benefit of a local
community. In this case the initial community was the University of Western Australia’s
summer school students, with the option of the Perth public also forming part of the
audience.
The Festival of Perth was never designed as a ‘tourist-tempter’; an event that could
attract visitors for the purpose of creating economic benefits for the area. It was the
very isolation of Perth in the 1950s, and the impediments to reaching the city easily, that
were fundamental when planning a festival based on bringing in acts from overseas.
The international talent would not come to Perth of its own accord, there had to be
some focus to attract them here. It was not thought that by bringing in a spectacle from
abroad, it might also lure tourists from intra- and interstate.
That the Festival was not deliberately aimed at the tourist market was something that
all three directors agreed on. Alexander considered the students from regional and rural
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areas when he first thought of providing evening events attached to the summer school,
saying that he “felt it desirable to provide but adequate entertainment for the farmers and
the teachers … who came to the summer school” (B. Miller, 1976, p. FA 2/:1). Although
he was aware that many of the students had travelled to attend the courses at UWA, he
did not consider them to be tourists. Birman concluded in his self-written article that the
Festival was “oriented to the Western Australian community and little effort was wasted
on notions, quite impossible to implement, of attracting a large tourist inflow especially
for the Festival” (Birman, 1981, p. 62). On his arrival in Perth in 1976, Blenkinsop agreed
with this approach and is quoted as saying that the Festival of Perth “is a different
occurrence from the festivals of Europe which are mainly designed to lure tourists to
the concert halls, theatres and shops. They do not cater for the local population. But
your Festival does, it must, because it is too far away for tourists” (Crommelin, 1976,
p. 12). By the end of Blenkinsop’s tenure in the late 1990s, however, when travel was
much easier and to some extent cheaper, the Festival could have been serving a role as
a tourist attraction for Perth, whether intentionally or not. While it was not deliberately
designed to attract tourists and visitors to the city or region by creating an association
between the event and its locale, the Festival of Perth may have done so through its
longevity if nothing else.
If a ‘big-bang’ festival “promotes a myriad of related activities over a defined geographical
area” (O’Sullivan & Jackson, 2002, p. 331), then the Perth International Arts Festival
(post-1999) might most easily fit into this category. It is a large-scale, urban-based
festival which is run as a partnership between the education, public and private sectors.
Pre-1999, the Festival of Perth did promote a myriad of activities, including unexpected
events as part of the program, such as flower-arranging, race-days, yachting regattas
and cricket matches. These hobbies and sporting events were unrelated, or only loosely
connected, to its core function as a festival of arts. In this way the Festival of Perth bore
some of the hallmarks of a ‘big bang’ festival in the major, international productions
which it promoted and presented, whilst simultaneously retaining some aspects of a
country town fair or gala week.
It was also noted that one of the ways to program a festival was through the ‘shopping
trolley’ approach, whereby the director spends a significant part of the budget on buying
the best international acts available that year, and transporting them to the festival city
for the duration of the festival. This approach was not unique to the Festival of Perth, and
was one way in which other Australian city festivals which appeared after Perth modelled
themselves on it. Even in 2010, Croggon notes that, “Australians rely on festivals to keep
in touch with the wider world … Festivals are the venues for large-scale international acts
we otherwise wouldn’t see without an air ticket” (Croggon, 2010, p. 4). A way to achieve
this connection was for one person or a group of people, to go to Europe or America
or elsewhere on a ‘shopping trip’, to purchase the best arts experiences they could find
on behalf of their intended audience. This is what the Festival’s Directors did over the
years, whether it was via the committees who provided advice to the Director in its first
two decades, or by the Director himself plus one or two other trusted staff members.
If festivals are still a way for the Australian public to connect with a wider world culture
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in 2010, then the ‘shopping trolley’ approach as used by the Festival of Perth Directors
was an acceptable way to have achieved this connection from 1953-1999.
While the influx of international acts through the ‘shopping trolley’ approach could be
seen as acceptable or even positive, complaints about Blenkinsop’s method of Festival
programming in particular grew louder as the Festival grew older. Geoff Gibbs was especially
critical of Blenkinsop’s approach to artistic programming, and cited the development of
Artrage out of the Festival Fringe program as a more beneficial way for local and Australian
artists to show off their cultural wares. In this way, it could be said that the creation of a
locally focussed festival was a positive outcome of Festival policy. Both the main Festival
of Perth and the Festival Fringe, which became Artrage, did support or seed local work.
There might have been two alternative processes being used by the two organisations, but
the consequence of both was that a wider variety of work was able to be performed by the
local arts community, and seen by the Perth public.
Niche festivals within the Festival (such as poetry readings which grew to become the
writers’ festival, the television festival and the visual arts conference), catered for the
particular audiences which Seffrin noted when defining ‘boutique festivals’ (Seffrin,
2005). These additional festivals within the Festival were not ‘boutique festivals’ in and
of themselves, as they had had directorial input into their composition, but they did
provide their audiences with the opportunity for a more in-depth discussion of and
connection with each particular genre. While the proliferation of genre-specific or niche
festivals as part of the bigger Festival program could be said to be casting a wide net in
order to capture every audience available, the outcome of these niche festivals was to
provide directly for the interests of smaller, targeted audience groups, which does tie-in
with Seffrin’s definition of a ‘boutique festival’. Labour-intensive and time-consuming to
organise, promote and deliver, these niche festivals would have had to produce positive
outcomes in terms of attendance figures, additional revenue and audience appeal, for
them to have continued to have a place in the Festival’s overall program. The ability of
the Festival of Perth to incorporate these niche festivals under its banner, and to attract
audiences to them, is an indicator of its growth and development.
From initially being a home-grown festival in 1953, albeit driven by Alexander’s ‘topdown’ approach, to a festival which had pioneered the model for major international
arts festivals by 1999, the Festival of Perth exhibited aspects of many different festival
types as it developed and grew. It also spawned its own sub-genres of festivals, from
the film festival which was a feature from the early days, to the community arts style of
the Northbridge Festival, and the offshoot Fringe Festival founded by those who felt left
out of by the Festival proper. Whether deliberate or derivative, strategic or serendipitous,
The Festival of Perth had too many facets to it to have conformed to one defined Festival
type from 1953-1999.
Directorial Vision
Eltham defined four types of programming philosophies used by festival directors in
Australia: the curatorial process; the storyteller; the search for aesthetic innovation and
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truth in performance; and personal choice (Eltham, 2009). There is a combination of all
these things shown by the Festival’s Directors, along with the ‘shopping trolley’ approach
as outlined above.
All the Festival’s Directors acted in such a way which could demonstrate that they saw
themselves taking part in the curatorial process, researching what was available and
making their selections on behalf of their perceived audiences. In particular, the stated
internationalism of Alexander, plus the fact that Birman, Blenkinsop and Boston all had
a European background, contributed to an outward-looking curatorial process. They
weren’t just selecting what was available locally, but they were seeking out what they
regarded to be the best examples of cultural activities from overseas to bring to the
people of Perth.
Boston intimated that Blenkinsop’s background was a strong influence on the curatorial
decision-making process stating, “We were very outcome driven in the sense of, what
was the quality, and that quality was defined in a way, almost Anglo-centric in that sense,
because that was the upbringing, both of us” (H. Boston, Personal Interview, 2007, p.
61). Boston’s comment above is also in contrast to Eltham’s belief that the curatorial
process is not outcome-driven, whereas for Boston the search for quality, albeit an Anglocentric ‘quality’, was an outcome if that search were perceived to be successful in some
way. It should be noted, however, that Boston himself moved more towards providing
support for Australian-made productions during his tenure as Festival Administrator and
General Manager. In this way, Boston was influential in driving the Festival towards one
of Eltham’s other approaches to programming, a search for aesthetic innovation, in this
case locally and within Australia.
All the Festival’s Directors appear to have been searching for what Eltham describes as
‘aesthetic innovation and truth in performance’ in the works which they selected to bring
to Perth, yet this is clearly a highly subjective term. For some audience members, some
works will have been too confronting, for others they will not have been as contemporary
or avant-garde as they might have liked. There were performances, such as The Devils
in 1964 and Structures in 1974, which were controversial because they challenged the
social mores of some sections of the community at that time. Others, such as Jack Davis’s
trilogy (The Dreamers in 1982, No Sugar in 1985, and Barungin in 1988), alongside the
production of Bran Nue Dae by Jimmy Chi and Kuckles (1990), were ground-breaking
because they represented a changed attitude to presenting contemporary Indigenous
theatre and stories to a mainstream Festival audience.
None of the Festival’s Directors seems to have taken a ‘storyteller’ approach to
programming: none of them seems to have asked themselves the question posed by
Eltham, ‘What is the story we are telling here?’. Perth’s isolated location appears to have
been accepted without any of the Directors questioning what that unique location might
be able to bring to the Festival in and of itself. Blenkinsop actively rejected one aspect of
the ‘storyteller’ approach to festival programming, that of assigning broad themes to his
Festivals, with exceptions being the Bicentennial year in 1988, followed by a celebration
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of French culture a year later in 1989. This quote from an interview with Henry Boston
shows where Blenkinsop and Boston disagreed on the usefulness of themes for festivals:
David used to say “I don’t want a theme, I don’t want a theme, otherwise the tail wags
the dog” I used to argue that actually a theme is a liberating thing because it gives you a
basic structure if you make it broad enough, and gives you a concept within which you can
program. But David was keen to program according to what he saw and what he liked,
which is his prerogative. (H. Boston, Personal Interview, 2007, p. 63)

It would seem that neither Alexander, nor Birman, nor Blenkinsop thought to create a
larger narrative through their programming decisions, or even to draw the threads of their
festival choices together to manufacture an overarching theme. By contrast, Blenkinsop’s
immediate successor, Sean Doran, assigned generic ‘Millennium Celebration’ themes to
the four Perth International Arts Festivals which he directed: water (2000), earth (2001),
air (2002), fire (2003).
Personal choice was also prevalent when it came to programming the Festival of Perth,
because the Director was unlikely to include something in their Festival that they did not
themselves like, or could at least appreciate its qualities. Personal choice also comes
down to personal connections. Blenkinsop’s first year in charge is a good example of this,
as he included street theatre by Yorkshireman Albert Hunt, and also worked with English
musician David Measham and organist Gillian Weir, both of whom he knew previously (D.
Blenkinsop, Personal Interview, 2007, p. 15). As his directorship continued, Blenkinsop
included more international symphony orchestras, as this was one of his passions and
also the field in which he had started his arts career.
As Eltham points out, personal choice is compromised by budget, and the need to
include events that people do want to pay to see in order to achieve revenue targets.
Birman’s personal interest in non-English language cinema was accidentally the start
of a revenue stream for the Festival that continues to this day (2011). Whether the
Festival found a genre for which there was a ready-made audience, or whether the early
introduction of the non-English language film program developed a culture of going to
see a summer season of ‘arthouse’ films, the income generated through this has been
an important factor in keeping the Festival afloat. Having built a relatively large, paying
audience for one sector of Festival events allowed for risk-taking in others which might
not sell so well or might even incur a deficit. Blenkinsop, and later Boston, were able to
exert their personal choice by travelling to see shows in Europe and elsewhere, selecting
that which appealed to them. They did, however, also choose shows and performances
that they believed would generate ticket sales, adopting, to a great extent, the ‘shopping
trolley’ approach to programming as mentioned above.
Eltham’s summary of the reasons behind festival directors’ choices is missing the didactic
qualities and the ‘edutainment’ aspect which were seen as so important to the founding
of the Festival of Perth. The twin goals of entertaining and at the same time educating, the
enjoyment of the arts coupled with a need to present something which also generated
debate, discussion, criticism and ultimately improvement, either for the individual audience
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members, or for the arts community overall, are perhaps an outdated way of looking at
why something is included in the program. This may be because festivals like the Festival
of Perth and the Adelaide Festival have achieved these goals over the years by gradually
growing their audiences and their audiences’ tastes. As former Adelaide Festival director
Anthony Steel put it, “a festival should always try gently to advance public taste, by serving
a mixed though balanced diet” (Steel in Croggon, 2010, p. 5). The Festival of Perth
Directors were explicit about their desires to advance public taste, and it was manifested
in the associated learning experiences attached to Festival events. It may not now be
so acceptable to be obvious or outspoken about the way in which this advancement is
progressed, but it is still a goal of festival directors today, and interpretation or outreach
programs are an integral part of many festivals’ program plans.
With regard to directorial vision or style, the Festival of Perth’s Directors developed three
key strands to their programming. Firstly, they were intent on bringing in international
acts to Perth. Critics of this ‘shopping trolley’ approach use it as a pejorative term,
whereas this study shows that it worked well for the Festival of Perth to a greater
extent, and it is still being used as part of the model for festival programming by the
Perth International Arts Festival today. Secondly, niche festivals on discrete topics (for
example, poetry, TV, visual arts) to cater for select audiences were used strategically to
generate a broader audience for the Festival as a whole. By appealing to the specific
interests of different sections of the wider community, the Festival of Perth was able to
grow its audience incrementally. Thirdly, the Festival’s Directors all programmed events
or projects which added didactic or educational elements to the cultural activities and
entertainment offered. Sometimes this was explicit through the inclusion of lectures
and forums; sometimes it took the form of community-based initiatives and schools’
programs; and sometimes informal or incidental learning opportunities were produced.
Whatever the format, the belief that the arts should offer some educational stimuli and
opportunities for improvement, whether self-improvement, or an advancement of the
artform and the way it was produced locally, was a strong thread running through the
Festival of Perth’s program.
Eltham also notes that artistic directors rarely hold their positions for more than three
or four years, but during this period “their judgement is seldom challenged” (Eltham,
2009, p. 47). While Fred Alexander’s tenure as Director only lasted from 1953-1954
(with a caretaker role in 1957), this statement is not true for either Birman or Blenkinsop
because they did hold the position of Festival Director for so long. Both Birman’s and
Blenkinsop’s directorial vision was also closely aligned to Alexander’s founding ideals for
the Festival of Perth. Getz notes that the festival founder’s leadership role is crucial in the
creation of the organisation’s culture, stating:
In a strong cultural context everyone works together towards common goals because
they share the underlying values of the organisation. This is where event founders have
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the greatest influence, in establishing the ‘core values’, but this unity of purpose can fade
with time.
Festival organisations exhibit life-cycle dynamics, and … festival founders did shape their
culture. …Festivals … were seen to have experienced cultural crises, such as changes in
strategic direction which occurred when founders were replaced by newcomers. (Getz,
2007, p. 262)

This does not happen with the Festival of Perth, as Alexander’s vision for the Festival is
carried on by his hand-picked successor Birman, and later by Blenkinsop. There is little
opportunity for change as only two directors led the artistic programming and vision
from 1955-1999. One of the criticisms of this lack of change was that that the Festival
became slightly repetitive or stale as a result. Certainly, such long tenures of just two
directors were fairly unique: by contrast the biennial Adelaide Festival was programmed
by twelve directors from 1960-2000 (with an advisory board taking on this task in 1966
and 1968), and the Edinburgh International Festival had eight directors from 1947-2006.
Both Birman and Blenkinsop had found a Festival formula that worked for them, one
that combined commitment to the Festival vision with careful accounting. The University
of Western Australia, as their employer, allowed them to continue to manage and direct
the Festival in this way. Over the course of 1955-1999 there were also major changes in
the working environment, and the idea of the ‘job for life’ which existed previously was
no longer relevant in 1999. The concept of a job in arts or festival management was
not a career option for many people in the 1950s; the rise of the cultural industries and
the growth of festivals in particular made this a possibility. Both directors had a job that
many people increasingly wanted, and this may be from where some of the criticism
stems. It might be easier for stakeholders such as funders, artists, arts managers and
the audience to accept a certain directorial style or vision if they think it is temporary and
are willing to see if it works, safe in the knowledge that if it doesn’t there can be a change
in direction within a few years. Subsequently, artistic directors of the Perth International
Arts Festival (PIAF) have been appointed on four year contracts only, a model which
allows for forward planning and enough time to build a program, but which avoids the
situation which had existed with both Birman and Blenkinsop.
Festival Statistics – The Festival of Perth’s Growth
In the early 1950s, at the time of the founding of the Festival, Perth had the smallest
population of Australia’s capital cities, less than 350,000 residents (Gregory, 2003, p.
38); yet the first Festival attracted an audience of almost 29,000 people (Birman, 1980,
p. 18), or approximately 8% of the population. At its conclusion in 1999, Festival of
Perth events attracted an audience of over half a million people, or approximately 37%
of the population of Perth which had grown to be around 1.35 million (Australian Bureau
of Statistics, 2002). From high-brow to populist, pricey performances to free classical
concerts in parks and entertaining street theatre in the city centre and suburbs, ticketed

176 ]

ANNE M RENNIE

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

and open-access events, the Festival had found a way to engage with a large number of
people and nurture an audience for the arts in Western Australia.
The first Festival was entered into knowing that it was unlikely to make any money, owing
to the fact that it could not secure “additional finance to cover the cost of [overseas
director Michael] Langham’s visit [which] did not materialise, with the result that on the
eve of the first Festival the Board’s finances were very tight” (Birman, 1980, pp. 17-18).
The cost to run the first Festival was approximately £12,000 (Travicich, 1964, p. 5). Even
before the deficit was known, the Adult Education Board did not hesitate to put forward
recommendations for a second festival the following year (Birman, 1980, pp. 18-19).
The final Festival of Perth in 1999 also incurred a deficit. The total income for that year
was $6,925,527, while the total expenditure was $7,224,485 (Festival of Perth, 1999a,
p. 17). In the intervening years, the Festival had built up reserves which allowed it to
continue its activities, allowing for surpluses in some years and deficits in others.
In terms of the number of people employed directly by the Festival, this is more difficult
to quantify. For the first two years, there was the team of Alexander and Birman working
together on the Festival, but this was not in a full-time capacity as it was only one aspect
of their job roles. They were assisted by many other people who provided guidance and
input, either as part of their work with UWA, or as members of the Festival committee.
Additional staff time and resources were allocated to Birman during his tenure as Director,
with the post of an assistant to the Executive Officer being created in 1963, and the total
staff grew to be a small tight-knit team of six members by 1973. Blenkinsop also worked
mainly with a small full-time team of approximately eight to twelve people, which grew to
be almost thirty temporary staff members for the months immediately prior to and during
the Festival each year. The contribution of volunteer workers to the smooth running of
the Festival cannot be underestimated, but is hard to quantify, whether in honorary posts
or on the Festival’s Board, or through the Friends of the Festival organisation.
Another notable aspect of festival statistics was the proliferation of festivals in Australia
post-World War II. The Festival of Perth can be said to be responsible for leading the way
for the major Australian capital-city arts festivals. It also led the way in the creation of a
fringe festival for Perth, whether for the right or wrong reasons, and had niche festivals
and events sitting within the overall program. The Festival of Perth isn’t just part of these
statistics, it’s the start of them, providing a model from 1953 onwards which many others
followed in whole or in part. The biennial Adelaide Festival of Arts commenced in 1960;
the Sydney Festival was first held in 1977; and the Spoleto Festival in Melbourne started
in 1986 and became the Melbourne International Festival of the Arts in 1990. In this
way, Perth was ahead of the rest of the country in developing a major international arts
festival.
Festival Management
Two aspects of festival management were considered in chapter two: stakeholder
management, including the creation of collaborative networks; and product life-cycle,
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but as applied to social organisations such as festivals and special events, rather than
commercial operations. One possible outcome of good stakeholder management was
the prevention of the festival’s decline, and a path to institutionalisation. This study has
charted the Festival of Perth’s relationship with major and other stakeholders throughout
its evolution, with a view to being able to identify at what point the organisation became
a Western Australian institution, as outlined below.
Two factors can be brought together to try to understand when an event such as the Festival
of Perth becomes an institution. These are: the point at which “a festival becomes popular
and supported by society, the dependence between the festival and its stakeholders
turns mutual” (Getz, Andersson, & Larson, 2007, p. 120); and the point at which the
organisation undertakes the “process of remaining united for a specific purpose, which in
turn often leads to becoming a permanent, legitimate, and valued part of the society” (Getz,
Andersson, & Larson, 2007, p. 104). The Festival of Perth reached institutionalisation at a
relatively early point in its history. In 1963, in his foreword to Alexander’s book Campus at
Crawley, the then UWA Chancellor Sir Alex Reid wrote that, “the Festival of Perth has now
become established as an important annual contribution to the cultural life of the State”
(Reid in Alexander, 1963, p. vi). Here is a clear indication from the highest level of UWA, the
Festival’s owner and main stakeholder, which recognises the value of the Festival to both
the University and to the wider state. Craig also noted that after its first ten years, 1963 was
an important year for the Festival, and he comments that:
During [these] ten years the Festival grew in size and reputation, filling an enormous gap
in the cultural life of Western Australia. In 1963 the Festival of Perth entered its second
decade with confidence and enthusiasm and the years that followed saw it move forward
in leaps and bounds as the State enjoyed its mineral boom. (Craig, 1988, p. 60)

If the acknowledged bond between the stakeholder which owns of the Festival and the
Festival itself is not enough to guarantee institutional status, then being written in to
state legislation must be. Following the end of the ‘Myer million’ three-year commercial
sponsorship deal, the Lotteries Commission Act came into being, and still stands today
(2011):
Recognising the benefits for West Australians in playing host to an international arts
Festival, it is specified through The Lotteries Commission Act (1990) that up to 5% of all
Lotterywest product sales (after prizes have been paid) be allocated to the Perth Festival.
It means that every time you play a Lotterywest game, you’re supporting an international
arts event right here in Perth! (Lotterywest, 2007)

The Act guaranteed funding for the Festival in perpetuity. Without actually specifying a cash
figure, a value had been put on the state’s interest in the Festival’s continued existence.
By the time of Blenkinsop’s retirement in 1999, the Festival had been an integral part of
Western Australia’s cultural life for almost five decades, and had built many stakeholder
relationships during this time. The University of Western Australia utilised the Festival as
its community outreach arm, and to demonstrate its support of international dialogue
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and communication in the fields of arts, culture and entertainment. The City of Perth
was reliant on the Festival carrying the name of the city internationally, and to be able
to use it as a destination marketing tool to attract businesses, which in turn attracted
employees and their families to Western Australia. The State Government held much the
same stake in the Festival’s success as did the City of Perth, with the additional financial
input provided by the Lotteries Commission Act. The importance of these stakeholder
relationships to the continued existence of festival organisations is noted by Getz et al:
Festivals are, in effect, produced not by stand-alone organizations but by voluntary
networks of stakeholders that must be managed effectively by the festival organization.
The degree to which this process results in institutionalization, or developing a permanent
niche in the resource environment, determines the sustainability of the organization and
the festival. … Institutionalization involves becoming so important to the community that
the festival or the organization cannot be abandoned even in extreme cases of financial
failure. It involves the creation of a unique support network so committed and powerful that
the network itself takes ownership. Very few festival organizations are likely to reach this
status. (Getz, Andersson, & Larson, 2007, p. 121)

It could be argued that the Festival of Perth did reach this status. The final Festival of
Perth under Blenkinsop in 1999 made a small financial loss, but not one which made
a substantial dent in its reserves. Subsequently, when the first Perth International Arts
Festival directed by Sean Doran in 2000 made a loss of $2.7million (Perth International
Arts Festival, 2004, p. 3), it was clear that the Festival was bigger than just its balance
sheet and could not be allowed to fail. As the successor to the Festival of Perth, it was
too important to its many stakeholders, including the Perth community. The founding
stakeholder, the University of Western Australia, took control of the debt, but it also
undertook a review of the Festival and made a series of recommendations in relation to
its governance, responsibilities and diversification of funding streams in order to allow it
to continue to grow and flourish in future years.
Conclusions
As the “grand-daddy of them all, [that is the] high-profile, big-budget, capital city multi-arts
festivals” (Steel, 2003, p. 1), the Festival of Perth pioneered a festival model. The Festival
was partly responsible for the creation of a vibrant arts sector in Perth, incubating the
cultural scene, pushing forward the creation of venues infrastructure, artform advocacy
and audience development. It brought some of the most honoured arts practitioners
and most lauded shows and performances to Perth, and at the same time encouraged
a dialogue with local and national work. The Festival harnessed avenues of government
funding and corporate sponsorship, matching public and private monies for the purchase
or creation of work which would also bring in box office receipts.
The first major achievement of the Festival of Perth is that it exists at all. To conceive of,
and to put into action, the founding of a major, international arts festival in a city which
was as isolated as Perth was in 1953 is laudable. The vision of Fred Alexander, and his
drive and determination to give to the people of Perth something which was such a
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new idea in the post-World War II environment, says much about the Festival founder’s
personal ambitions and ability, and also his ambitions for his adopted city. His vision
was taken up by the men who followed in his footsteps: John Birman who had worked
alongside Alexander and was closely aligned with the Festival from the very start; and
David Blenkinsop who was fully committed to Alexander’s vision and made him President
of the Festival, ensuring that the link to Alexander remained strong.
It is possible to consider Alexander’s original vision as flawed, with too much emphasis
on bringing in international acts to Perth, and perhaps not focussing enough on the
local. This became an issue which the subsequent directors had to face more and more
as time went on. It had not been resolved even by 2008, when a review of the Perth
International Arts Festival recommended that:
As PIAF has a leadership role it must be clear in its intentions, particularly in relation to
the Festival program. Developing a role statement would provide greater clarity to local
companies on its intentions in relation to the mix of international, national and local
work included in the Festival program and its attitude towards contributing financially to
productions with local companies and its goals in relation to those collaborations. (UWA,
2008, paragraph 8)

Regardless of the arguments, debates and managerial headaches it caused, the idea of
bringing the international to the locale of Perth was nevertheless one of the key driving
forces behind the Festival’s creation and without it there may have been no Festival at all.
The connection with the Edinburgh International Festival, and the mission to replicate it
as much as it was possible, means that these two festivals were the pioneering models
for ‘big bang’ festivals in their respective hemispheres. They set the standard which
other festivals strove to follow.
The second major achievement of the Festival has been the ability of successive directors
to attract big names to a destination which, certainly in the beginning, it was not easy
for many artists to travel to. Artists also had to bring with them the immense amount of
freight that can accompany major touring troupes - an expensive and labour intensive
process. Starting with director Michael Langham during the first Festival, there has been
a long line of actors, performing groups, big-name stars and major celebrities across
many areas of the arts and entertainment who have come to the Festival of Perth. There
have also been the stand-out productions at the Festival which would almost certainly
not have reached Western Australia if it had not been for the lure of being part of such a
long-standing international Festival. The willingness of artists to do so is testament to the
tenacity of the directors and the reputation which they created for the Festival of Perth.
The Festival’s focus on big names and the international arts scene brought with it the
criticism that it was of limited benefit to the local cultural sector. This could, however, also
be seen as the Festival providing an annual opportunity for local practitioners to enter
into a dialogue with the international arts and cultural sector. These two views mean
that opinion on the perceived benefits is divided, particularly between the disciplines of
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dance and drama. Hough, in the book chapter The Playmakers, makes the following
points regarding the two artforms:
Throughout his [Blenkinsop’s] twenty-three year reign, he kept in mind Alexander’s
challenge, but enlarged the festival with entrepreneurial endeavour. One of his great legacies
was the encouragement he gave to dance, to local as well as international choreography.
The result was that Perth developed one of the most sophisticated contemporary dance
communities in Australia.
Blenkinsop combined theatrical flair with sound management and financial prudence to run
the largest arts festival in the southern hemisphere. Despite visits by such companies as
the Royal Shakespeare Company, the Steppenwolf Theatre Company, the Actors Theatre
of Louisville, Grupo Teatro Manucaima and Ladysmith Black Mambazo and a number of
experimental theatre companies, there was very little evidence that these visits influenced
theatre practice in Western Australia. (Hough, 2003, p. 42)

It is curious that Hough believes that the influx of contemporary dance companies from
around the world did have a positive impact on the state of contemporary dance in Perth,
yet he also writes that the presence at the Festival of some of the most reputable theatre
companies from abroad did not have a similar impact on the performing arts scene. It
is difficult to comprehend how the presence of well-known international playwrights,
directors, orchestras and companies could not have had the same sort of positive
effect on the Perth arts scene as the recognised benefits of engaging international
choreographers and the focus on contemporary dance brought to the local dance
community. There were also negative implications annually too - jobs being taken by
overseas artists and technicians, the contest for the best venues, audiences focussing
their attention on one particular time of year, too much artistic activity being delivered in
a short timeframe - but these last two are also part of the attraction of the energy which
a festival creates. The positive benefits were later accepted by a section of the dance
community on a national level when it was noted that:
The Festival has also commissioned a number of international collaborations … Exposure
to these national and international artists has helped cultivate dance in Perth by providing
a stimulus to local artists. [It] has also been instrumental in supporting the local dance
scene by promoting classical and contemporary dance to the wider community and
commissioning works by local choreographers and companies. (Australia Dancing, 2006)

Blenkinsop believed that by bringing in these people and companies he was setting a
benchmark to which the local artists, dancers, actors and directors could aspire. The
Festival provided the opportunity for arts practitioners, as well as audiences, to attend a
wide variety of works from all over the world to gain inspiration, and to interact with some
of the key ideas developing throughout five decades of Festival productions.
Perth was not the only Festival which faced the debate of the ‘local vs. global’. With
regard to the Edinburgh Festival, Bruce notes that “The Festival becomes most truly
international at the point when the home country’s contribution is central” (Bruce, 1975,
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p.224). The suggestion here is that when local artistic product has improved to the point
where it can fit alongside the imported offering in a festival program, then the festival can
truly present the local as a fundamental part of the bigger picture of international culture.
In this example, Bruce is referring to Scotland as the ‘home country’, not the UK, and so
a comparison with the similar situation reflected in Perth, which is also distant from the
‘hub’ of artistic activities (Edinburgh not being London, and Perth not being one of the
Eastern States capitals) is apt.
Antony Steel also wrote about the impact of international acts on the Australian
performing arts landscape:
overall this exposure to new work from other parts of the world has undoubtedly had an
effect on arts practice in this country and an influence on the enormous confidence that
has arisen over recent decades in the work of Australian creative artists. Nothing is created
in a vacuum. This confidence has in turn led to a huge recent increase in the interest in
and appreciation of Australian work around the world. Australian festivals have played a
not insubstantial part in this as it is often at one of them that international impresarios and
presenters first make their acquaintance with the work. In a context where a fixation with
the bottom line and a consequent desire for safety at the box office hold such sway, we
have to make certain…that the support is there to ensure the birth of the next Cloudstreet
or Theft of Sita. (Steel, 2003, pp. 9-10)

So the artistic festival traffic has been two way. Through its major festivals Australia has
been able to see some extraordinary international work, and at the same time it has
been able to showcase some of the best of Australian arts to an international audience.
In parallel with the Festival’s initiatives to nurture arts companies and performances, the
development of audiences for the arts in Perth is another essential aspect of a healthy
cultural sector which the Festival drove forward.
The third major achievement of the Festival of Perth is that, whilst perhaps not always
a catalyst for the creation of the arts infrastructure in Perth and the surrounding areas,
it always provided a strong argument for creating, building, expanding or upgrading
arts venues. This is particularly true for performing arts venues both in Perth city centre,
such as the Perth Concert Hall, and at the University of Western Australia’s campus in
Nedlands, such as the New Fortune, Octagon and Dolphin Theatres. There was the
notion that whatever venues were made available to the Festival during Festival time, it
would find a way to fill them with either world-class acts, or local or national companies.
Frequently the Festival has also sprawled out to unexpected or impromptu venues in
order to increase audiences or attract newcomers, for example through the Footsbarn
Theatre Company’s circus tent on Fremantle Esplanade, the use of the Reabold Hill
and Boya quarries, promenade theatre on the grounds of the UWA campus, or the city
centre shopping malls for the street theatre acts.
The state of the Perth arts community, both in terms of artistic product and infrastructure,
was bound to be different in 1953 than it was in 1999. It would have progressed significantly
over such a long time in any case, particularly when the advances in international
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communications and transport during this period are taken into account. Perth may
sometimes still like to think of itself as the most isolated city in the world because of its
geographical location, but in times of burgeoning multi-media communications, mass
marketing and multi-national companies (as the 1980s and 1990s were), ideas and
innovations flowed more freely across continents. It could be argued that many, if not the
majority, of the best creative ideas and foremost artistic practices would have eventually
reached Perth, with or without a Festival to its name. The Festival did, however, provide
an annual focus for these activities, and a place for artists and performers from different
backgrounds to come together to experience and discuss developments in their different
fields.
The Festival of Perth was never really a Festival of Perth arts, but more a festival for its
people, bringing in the best international acts, promoting high standards in all artforms,
linking in with local companies where they fitted in with the director’s vision. It can be
called a ‘shopping trolley’ approach, but without a dedicated Festival with a motivated
director determined to make sure that this most isolated city didn’t miss out, there is little
chance that many of the major cultural events, such as Macunaíma or The Mahabharata
would have happened, or that acclaimed artists would have thought to perform in Perth
of their own accord. Fred Alexander and John Birman’s programming could be seen
as being more parochial than Blenkinsop’s, for the simple reason that the logistics of
bringing in international acts when long-haul air travel was not so cheap nor so frequent
were harder to implement. In the same way, it is difficult to criticise Blenkinsop’s greater
use of international acts at a time when it became easier to include them. For the
duration of the Festival of Perth’s existence, local companies were not excluded from
the Festival, they were only included if the sitting director thought that the work that they
were proposing was of a quality or standard suitable for an international arts festival,
setting a benchmark which the Perth arts scene had to attain.
It is understandable that there is criticism of the Festival of Perth. If the Festival had
existed for forty-six years without creating lively and ongoing debate about the state
of the arts in Western Australia and its place in it, it would not have been doing its job
correctly. Creating a Festival that pleases everybody is never going to be possible, and
no director should seek to do so. Somebody is appointed to the role of directing the
Festival, precisely to give it direction and push it forward, while still working inside logistical
and financial constraints. The directors’ styles might have been outward-looking in terms
of the origins of the artistic offerings, but their preference for international acts was firmly
rooted in their belief that they were bringing the best they could to the audiences in Perth
and Western Australia. The audiences came, the arts infrastructure was strengthened
and the cultural sector grew, due in no small part to the dedication and drive of three
men: Alexander, Birman and Blenkinsop.
For all the analyses, however, of grand visions, value-based judgments, mission
statements, festival types, directorial styles, the compliments and the criticisms, all
the Festival’s directors were working to the best of their abilities with the resources
they had. They were faced by some of the same problems and limitations which exist
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in the management of many arts organisations today. Budgets were restricted and
entrepreneurial income was essential to create a pot of money from which to draw in the
leaner years. A small number of staff was expected to be multi-skilled, be able to take
on various job roles, and work long hours during the Festival season. The competing
demands of sponsors, supporters, audiences and artists had to be managed. The
availability of performers (local, national or international), or lack thereof, impacted on
program choice each year. The media were also quick to add in their tuppence-worth,
and yet they were also essential partners in trying to generate audience awareness.
Throughout its life-cycle, the Festival as a whole, or discrete parts of it, displayed aspects
of what are now recognised festival types. As Alexander, Birman, Blenkinsop and Boston
were leading and directing the Festival’s path during the years 1953–1999, they were not
necessarily aware that this is what they were doing, as the academic discipline of arts
management which provides for this level of scrutiny and categorisation did not exist at
the time in which the decisions about the Festival were being made. To take only an arts
management view of the Festival of Perth, to try to classify and pigeonhole it, to look
at the statistics and the bottom line - this would be to miss the nuance of what made it
such a beloved organisation. Alexander’s initial vision, which he outlined early on in the
Festival’s program brochure for 1954, was adhered to by subsequent directors:
Don’t let the people of Perth down by listening to carping critics who would have you
produce the moon, preferably on a piece of homemade cheese; keep up your standards
and seek the best that is available to you wherever it may be found; but don’t allow the
Festival to become the exclusive preserve of the ultra-highbrows who might be tempted
to forget that it is primarily a festival for the people of Perth. Above all, fight to prevent that
Festival from passing under the control of little men who would prefer to play safe rather
than to take risks which might involve criticism and so endanger their personal prestige.
(Alexander, 1987, p. 40)

The personality of the Festival itself was very much driven by the personalities of the people
at its helm. The decisions made by the Directors to take last-minute risks, to grasp new
opportunities just because they arose, to use their informal networks and connections,
all went into making the Festival a lively and living entity. Too much categorisation and
consideration can take the inspiration out of a creative event and, without irony, is a
lesson that today’s festival directors would do well to take note of. The Festival of Perth
succeeded in becoming a valued institution in spite, or perhaps because, of it all.
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Notes on the Oral History Interview Transcripts
These are the edited and amended transcripts of oral history interviews conducted with:
David Blenkinsop, Festival of Perth Director, 1977-1999; Henry Boston, Festival of Perth
Administrator, 1989-1999; Lynn Blenkinsop, wife of David and Secretary of the ‘Friends
of the Festival’; Margaret Seares, Senior Deputy Vice-Chancellor at UWA, and formerly
CEO with the Western Australian Department for the Arts,1995-1997. The interviews were
conducted to provide original source materials for a doctoral investigation into the Festival
of Perth from 1953-1999. The interviews are presented in chronological order of when they
were recorded.
They are not verbatim transcripts, as all interviewees had the opportunity to edit the
transcripts, excise any inappropriate comments or reorganise the script so that it made
more sense or worked better chronologically. This is in line with the ethics procedure for
the research project, as approved by Edith Cowan University. The benefit of this method is
that the participants had the opportunity to check name spellings and dates of events, so
the edited transcripts are factually more accurate than the audio files. The disadvantage is
the loss of some spontaneity and ‘ad lib’ comments in the transcripts.
Prior to being interviewed, the participants were all sent interview guide questions by
email. This enabled the interviewee and interviewer to know what kind of topics would be
discussed, allowed the interviewee time to formulate responses or check facts beforehand,
and ensured that both parties would at least have something to say and that interview time
would not be lost. The questions were merely a guide, and if interesting topics emerged
then the interviewer could probe these further, and the interviewees were free to tell
anecdotes or give opinions which were not directly connected to the questions on the
guide. In short, the interview process was semi-structured in design, but organic in nature.
The interview guide questions are included. Although all interviewees were first asked to
supply similar biographical details to start off the interview, the questions after that point
varied. It should also be noted that with the interviewees who were only interviewed once,
the guide questions were presented quite formally. This is in contrast to those put to David
Blenkinsop, which become less formal in tone after the first one.
In the interviews, AR stands for the interviewer (Anne Rennie) and the interviewees’ names
have been shortened to their two initials. Numbers in square brackets refer to the number
of minutes passed.
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First Interview with David Blenkinsop – 12 May 2007

Notes
Three interviews were conducted with David Blenkinsop in his home in Nedlands. The
location allowed for easy access to David’s own extensive archive of materials on the
Festival of Perth, which meant that he was able to check Festival programs and annual
reports if required during the interview process. There are some elements of repetition in the
three interviews conducted with David, but I believe that this is indicative of the importance
that he placed on certain issues. For example, the topic of the Festival’s creation came up
more than once, and this would appear to have been important enough to David for him
to have used this as the rationale for much of his Festival programming.

First Interview Guide Questions
When and where were you born?
What were the names and occupations of your parents?
Where were you educated?
When did you move to Australia?
Did you move directly to Perth, or have you lived in other parts of Australia?
Following on from those formalities, I would like you to describe how you got the
job as director of the Festival of Perth; what was your background, what was your
experience and why did you feel that you were equipped to take on the role of
director?
Can you describe what stage the Festival was at when you took over the reins, in
terms of what the program had to offer and also what stage the organisation was
at in terms of administration and organisational culture?
1977 marked the silver jubilee of the Festival. Can you speak about what you put
in place to commemorate this, if anything, and the program of events for that year?
You involved visual artists in the Festival right from the start, by commissioning
Robert Juniper to come up with a promotional design, for, I believe, no cost to
the Festival. Where did this idea come from and in what ways do you think this
benefited the Festival and the individual artists?
By the close of the 29th Festival in 1981, Diana Warnock writes an article for the
Financial Review entitled ‘The Festival of Perth outgrows its modest origins’, which
states that, “…the most dramatic changes have resulted from the efforts of the
present director…(he) has a considerable flair for publicity, boundless drive, an
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entrepreneurial spirit and a determination to involve the people in what he sees
as their own festival. He has also shown great skill as an arm-twister, attracting
corporate support with remarkable success.
What key changes to the organisation, operation and planning of the Festival do
you feel you put in place in those first five years which took the Festival to another
level?

AR: My name is Anne Rennie, and this is an interview with David Blenkinsop, conducted
on the 12 May at about 2.15pm.
David, I must first start by asking you if are happy to take part in the interview, that you
understand that it is being recorded, that you know that it is being transcribed and you
will receive a copy of the transcription, and also that I will be using excerpts or potentially
all of the interview transcript in a research thesis, which may be published in hard copy
or in electronic or audio format on the internet.
DB: Yes, I’m happy to do that.
AR: I’d also like you to confirm that you would be happy to have this interview stored as
an audio file and a transcript at either the library of Edith Cowan University or the State
Library of Western Australia, the University of Western Australia, or a similar institution,
where it will be able to be accessed by researchers and members of the public in the
future.
DB: Yes, I agree to that.
AR: As the interviewer, I would like it to be noted that David Blenkinsop has signed the
informed consent form, fulfilling the requirements of Edith Cowan University’s approved
ethics procedures.
AR: That’s the first set of formalities over with, but I’d just like you to answer some basic
biographical questions if you don’t mind. The sort of things like:
Where and when were you born?
What were the names and occupations of your parents?
Where were you educated?
When did you move to Australia?
And did you move directly to Perth, or were you living in other parts of Australia before
you came here?
DB I was born in Leeds in the north of England on 9 March 1937.
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My father was called Stanley Lynam Blenkinsop and my mother, Joan Blenkinsop, nee
Townend.
My father was a representative and later company director of a whisky distillery and my
mother was a housewife. Rare things in these days!
My father was a sports fanatic; a footballer, cricketer and golfer excelling in each. My
mother was an excellent singer, pianist and a great lover of the arts and it was from her
that I inherited my love of music, theatre, opera and the arts.
In fact they were both pivotal in influencing my career. When I was six years old, my
father (who was an ardent fan of music hall and the circus) took us to a see a travelling
circus, Bertram Mills circus.
After the performance my father said, ”How did you like the tigers and elephants and all
that?” and I said, “Well it was ok, but what I really liked were some people just in front of
us, in a kind of box,” and I had to explain it to him, “they were playing things”. It was an
orchestra playing things, and I loved that, and I loved especially somebody doing this”
(DB makes a bowing motion) and I didn’t know what this was, it was a violin. So to cut
a long story short, my mum and dad decided that I could learn the violin. So I started
playing the violin when I was six. I passed my first exam (Grade 1) in 1944.
I began my schooling at a local preparatory School, Ingledew College, and from there I
took the common entrance examination, a requirement for students wishing to attain the
highest streams of secondary education. In addition, through my violin playing (and my
singing) I was awarded a music scholarship to Denstone College, a boarding school in
Staffordshire. I was there until 1955 when I faced some serious decision making: should
I go first to the university or first to the then obligatory two years national service in the
Army? There was a choice at that time.
Many students decided that they would go to National Service first on the basis that
a break from schooling would be a good idea and they would be of more mature age
for their university courses. I took the attitude that as I was totally geared up in learning
processes I would go immediately to university. There was also a distinct possibility that
National Service would be abolished within two or three years. (In fact, after completing
my university degree I was called up in the second to last draft for military service).
I went to Leeds University and duly completed my Bachelor of Arts degree. My main
subject was music with subsidiary subjects, theatre studies and English. Whilst at the
University I was the leader of the University Orchestra, leader of the Wolfgang String
Quartet and aside from music I was an energetic member of the University’s Drama
Group acting in twelve plays (Pirandello, Strindberg, Shakespeare, Ford). So I was quite
busy doing lots of other things other than studying.
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AR: So that, I would say, knowing your work output in later years, you started very early
with a very busy schedule (DB:I did, yes) across a broad range of arts activities and all
your other interests.
DB: I played cricket and things all through that as well, so, yes
After graduating from the University I was duly called up for National service. I was
appointed to the 1st Battalion of the York and Lancaster Regiment and commenced
training in September 1958 at Pontefract Barracks. Not one of Yorkshire’s most desirable
spots. After six weeks I was selected to go before a War Office Selection Board – a
rigorous three days of aptitude tests, leadership skills etc. Somehow I passed the tests
and was posted immediately to Mons Officer Cadet School in Aldershot. After six months
training I was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant and returned to my Regiment
currently in training at Barnard Castle in the North of England.
I was terribly lucky, because when I arrived at Barnard Castle I was told that the regiment
would be leaving in three weeks time for Berlin, for Germany. So I was quite excited
about that because of the history of the war. This wasn’t all that long after the war and
things like that. I remember as a baby-baby-baby (emphasises how young he was),
having to go down into the shelter of the house because the German planes were going
overhead.
So I went to Berlin with my regiment, and I was there for twelve exciting months, during
the rest of my National Service. Of course, I had a wonderful time. I was able to play
my sport; I was captain of the battalion cricket team, and captain of Berlin combined
services cricket team, and I played for Berlin combined services rugby union team.
AR: What about your arts interests, were you able to keep those up?
DB: Well, as best I could. The great thing was, of course, that I was able to go and
hear the Berlin Philharmonic playing, and go to the Berlin Staatsoper in the east, in the
eastern sector of Berlin, behind the Iron Curtain as it was then.
AR: You were very lucky then, not many people got to go behind the Iron Curtain.
DB: We were able to do that, of course, because Britain was a member of those who had
a sector in Berlin, there was the Soviet sector, British sector, French sector, American
sector. We had to wear our smart number one uniforms, and things like that. I went to
the Opera quite a lot, it was great, and to the Berliner Ensemble at the Bertolt Brecht
theatre, it was just wonderful!
AR: When you went to the Bertolt Brecht theatre, were you viewing plays in German, had
you learnt German before, did you learn German?
DB: I didn’t know a word of German before I went (laughs). I did French at school, and I
had to quickly learn. I know a few words
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AR: But you were viewing Brecht in its native language?
DB: Well, the great theatre, Berliner Ensemble, I had the experience of doing that and
also of looking at dance and ballet at the Berliner Staatsoper in Unter den Linden.
I was also, in the last part of my time there, the publicity officer for my regiment, which
enabled me to have a much better time than playing at soldiers. I had a car and a
driver, and I used to write stories and things to go back to the Yorkshire papers, like the
Yorkshire Post, and the Sheffield Star, whatever they were.
[10:08]
I was also seconded as a kind of PR person for the Berlin Film Festival, which as you
know is a big festival, and they thought that it would be a good idea to have somebody
maybe in the army who was interested in that.
I was only there in Berlin for one film festival, but it was the year, I remember, when there
was a British film won the Golden Bear, it was a film called The Angry Silence, and it
was directed and also acted in by Richard Attenborough, now Lord Attenborough. And
we were fortunate enough, as a coup for my publicity relations, to persuade him and his
wife, Sheila Sim the actress, as she was, to come and spend half a day at our regiment’s
headquarters which they duly did, they stayed for lunch.
Subsequently, because of my interest in football, and because my father was also the
chairman of Leeds United football club for fifteen or so years, and vice-chairman for
another six years and all in all he was on the board for twenty-five years. I went round
lots of football grounds with my dad and I met many people. One of them was Richard
Attenborough, who was a director of Chelsea football club. He remembered our earlier
meeting in Berlin. I bumped into him again at Wembley Stadium when Leeds were
playing Chelsea in the FA Cup final. At the end of full time and extra time it was a draw,
so they had to replay two weeks later at Maine Road, Manchester, and I saw Richard
Attenborough again there. I was very narked that the Chelsea won that game 2-0, 2-1
sorry. Anyway, that was my army life.
AR: So you were in the army for a total of two years, is that correct? From …?
DB: September 1958 to September 1960.
AR: And what did you do in civilian life?
DB: Well, I came out of the army and I didn’t know what I was going to do. I had
some ideas, one of them, I thought it would be most interesting to join the BBC in
some way. I started off by taking my BBC portable tape recorder round to rabbit shows
and agricultural shows and interviewing people, it was pretty boring stuff, and I thought
well, this is where I’ve got to start. I also did some commentary on football, I did one
commentary on a televised game of football, an international match at Hull, which was
quite interesting.
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And I’d also, because my father, in his time as a director of Leeds United, he set up a
commentary, hospital relay broadcasting, to enable people in hospital who were unable
to get to the game and weren’t able to hear them on radio or anything, there was a
special radio service put up, and he was the chairman of that, and so I did quite a lot
of commentating, a lot actually, even when I was at university. Not that I had too many
times, but if it was a Saturday I said to the drama group, “Sorry I can’t, I’ve got to go to
Elland Road to do some commentating”, so I did that as well, which I enjoyed immensely
and got to see all the games.
[14:50]
Anyway, when I came out of the army and I did that interviewing, and it’s a very strange
thing, up in Yorkshire they play a cricket match on Boxing Day – a traditional thing
between the Yorkshire County Cricket Club and the Northern Cricket Society, I was a
member of both things, and I always seemed to play in this game. And I think the third
time I played it was snowing very hard, and we rang up to see what was going to happen
and of course they’d swept the wicket clean, so that was ok, but there was about six
inches of snow in the outfield, but of course honour and everything meant that they had
to go on. And I remember I got all my gear out at home, and my dad said, he was sitting
in the chair, he said, “What are you going to wear on your feet?” I said, “I’m going to wear
my cricket boots, dad” He said, “You’re mad, you should wear your rugger boots, put
your rugby boots on!” I said, “Oh, no, no!”
So I took my cricket boots with me. Everybody was in white, we should all have been in
black, but it was white. The game had been going for about twenty minutes, we were
in the field, and Brian Close was the captain of the Yorkshire Team which I happened to
be part of. Northern Cricket Society opening bat sent a ball into the midwicket area and
I had to run quite a long way, and as I ran and I went to pick the ball, my right leg went
‘slip’ and went right under my left leg, and I knew that I’d broken it. I lay in the snow there,
I remember, and Brian Close came up to me (DB mimics accent): “Now then David, get,
up, there’s nowt bloody wrong with thee!” I remember that (laughs).
I had to leave the field, and I went to Leeds Infirmary and I had a double fracture of the
right leg, and that was the end of the cricket match for today, and it was the end of me
for the time being going doing assignments with portable microphones and things like
that, there was nothing I could do, I was very frustrated. My friends would come round
to take me out to do things, to keep my spirits up.
Eventually I got better, and I hadn’t made any plans or anything to go back to the BBC.
One day I saw in the paper there was an interview for an administrative assistant which
had been advertised by the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra and I went to talk to my
dad, who was shaving at the time, I remember, I said, “Dad, I’ve just seen this thing in
the paper, an advertisement, and I’m really very interested.” My mother, of course, was
very enthusiastic, because my mother was a very good pianist, and a very good singer,
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and she was the one who used to take me at the age of seven or eight to the concerts
at Leeds Town Hall.
[20:06]
Anyway, my dad said, being a director of a whisky distillery and things like that, the
thought of his son actually going to do a menial job in the arts and culture had never
crossed his mind really, but after about half an hour he said, “Well ok, why don’t you
have a go.” Well, I had a go, and I got the job. So that’s when I started my real career, I
suppose, in the arts.
AR: And what year was that that you started in Bournemouth?
DB: That was in 1961.
AR: And tell me about your time at Bournemouth?
DB: After I had been there two years – Well, I’ll start again. Joining an orchestra was
the most fantastic thing, I mean I was in such wonderment about being in this job, and
the possibility of working with one of the great orchestras, the Bournemouth Symphony
Orchestra was the oldest orchestra in Britain. I was assistant to a man called Arthur
Baker. He was an excellent pianist and we often played sonatas together. After I’d been
there two years, Arthur Baker was appointed general manager of the City of Birmingham
Symphony Orchestra. And so after only two years, I was put into the position of Concert
Director, and somebody who does that is somebody who organises principally all the
programs and music which is going to be played, all the guest conductors who are
going to be invited, and all the soloists who are going to be invited, and also controls and
administers the diary of the orchestra. So that is a very key job. Above that, of course,
you have a general manager, or a CEO of the organisation, which is quite a boring job
really, just doing figures and begging for money and all that stuff.
I had a wonderful time, and I was sixteen years in Bournemouth and I met the most
extraordinary people in that time. I worked with great people like David Oistrakh, the late
and much lamented now Slava Rostrapovich, George Solti, Jascha Horenstein, Elizabeth
Schwarzkopf, Pierre Fournier, Constantin Silvestri, Daniel Barenboim, Paul Tortelier. And
of course if you’re spending a week or two weeks with them you become friends and
colleagues. It was just one of the great jobs, and I did that very happily for sixteen years.
[24:26]
AR: Were there any major developments in your personal life during this time?
DB: Yes, yes there were. I got married in 1963 – it’s on the back of this watch (DB gets
up to fetch watch) – this was my engagement present, Christmas Day, 1963. Still going,
the marriage is still going too, as well as the watch! (laughs)
AR: What was your wife’s name before you married her?
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DB: Her name was Lynn, it’s still Lynn of course, L-Y-N-N, Dalby, D-A-L-B-Y.
Whilst we were in England, life went on, after that we had two sons, one was called
Philip Sean Alan Blenkinsop, and Andrew Jonathan Charles Blenkinsop, and so that
was that, well, not exactly.
Anyway, life went on and I was - - One day, absolutely right out of the blue, I had a
phonecall from a very famous international impresario called Wilfred van Wyck, W-YC-K. He was a very much older man than I was, and he’d had a huge career as an
impresario.
I remember one anecdote when I’d just started being a concert director. I had this
strange idea that I would like to have Rubenstein, the great Rubenstein, to come
to Bournemouth and play, and in my naivety I rang up Wilfred van Wyck, who was
this impresario, and I’d met him once before. And said, “Wilfred, I’ve an idea to have
Rubenstein in the next season of concerts.” He chortled, (DB imitates Wilfred’s laugh). I
said, “What are you laughing for, Wilfred?”
“Well, what can you afford to pay Mr Rubenstein?” and I said, “Ooh, what about 250
guineas?” The orchestra world worked in guineas in those days, not pounds, shillings
and pence, 250 guineas. And he laughed, he laughed at the end of the phone. And he
said, “Do you know, David, how much money Rubenstein gets for a concert?” I said,
“Well, no actually, I don’t.”
“He gets almost 2,000 guineas for a concert.” I said, “What? That’s ridiculous! That’s far
too much money!” Of course, we didn’t get Rubenstein to play in that concert, we took
a much more modest soloist to play in that concert.
But a call I had subsequently, before I came out here, (which would be in 1975). I had
a call one day in the office and it was Wilfred on the phone, and he said, “I don’t know
whether you’re interested, David, but there’s just something I want to run past you.
I’ve been in Australia for the last month, and as I’ve always done, I‘ve gone to Australia
and I’ve been to talk to the ABC orchestras in Sydney and Melbourne and so on, and
I finished up in Perth. When I arrived there for meetings at the University, people in the
concert world there advised that their director, the current director of the Festival of
Perth is retiring from that job, and we are looking for somebody to direct the festival,
would you have any idea of anybody who might want to do it?” So Wilfred said, “Well,
I’ll think about it.”
He came home, and he obviously thought about it because he rang me up and he said,
“David, there’s a very interesting job here for, there’s a multi-arts festival in Australia, it’s
the Festival of Perth, and it’s the oldest festival, a big arts festival in Australia, and it might
just be something that you might like to do for a bit.” He said, “If you’re interested, just
let them know.”
[30:28]
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So I went home and I talked to Lynn, and I said I’ve had the most extraordinary
conversation today with Wilfred about the possibility of going to take a temporary job in
Australia, so we discussed it, and things like that.
I wrote off, as much as a courtesy to Wilfred, rather than actually the job, to say that I
was interested. They said, “Ok that’s fine, and we’ve got our..” - I’ve forgotten the job he
had, but his name was Richard Angeloni (the Principal), who was a senior person in the
University who was going to be in London within two or three months, “…maybe you
could meet in London and chat about it”, which is what I did. As a result of that chat they
invited me to come to Australia, to Perth, to talk to them and to see part of the Festival
that was going on.
I did that, and I left the winter of Bournemouth, with snow on the ground, which was rare
in Bournemouth, ‘cause it’s on the south coast, and I took a trip out to Australia. I was
there a week, and I saw a bit of the Festival, and I had meetings with all kinds of people,
connected with the Festival, connected with the University and so on, so I met a lot of
people and we chatted. On the final day I went before the Senate of the University, or
senior members of the Senate and the Vice-Chancellor and people from the Festival, I
had a chat with them and I don’t know, it just seemed to come out of the blue, “Would
you like to have the job?” And I said, “Well, yes, I might. I can see that I might very much
like to do it, but of course I can’t tell you now because I have to consult with my wife.”
They were quite surprised that I would have to consult my wife, which was a very strange
thing. Australia at that time was a very, much more masculine society, guys didn’t shake
hands with women or anything like that. I was quite shocked by it and they were quite
shocked back. “Ok, I’ll go and discuss it with my wife” and we did, and it seemed to be
a good idea to do something like that for two or three years. So I duly sent them a letter
saying, yes, I’d very much like to do it.
When I started in 1976, we arrived in Perth on Easter Sunday in 1976, which was March
the something, and we came for three years, and stayed forever…still here.
[34:26]
AR: And you’re still here. Was there a handover period with your predecessor John
Birman, or were you thrown straight in to the job?
DB: No, I was thrown straight into it. I was quite shocked by this, because when I arrived
I said, “Well, where’s the office?” “Well, we haven’t actually got one for you.” The reason
that they didn’t have a separate office was that my predecessor, John Birman, who had
a very long reign as director of the Festival, and did a very good job, he was the Director
of the Extension Service. And up until the time I arrived the Festival had always been
run by the Extension Service, the people who run the summer school. So, I arrived and
there was nowhere for me to go, and I couldn’t go to the Extension Service office either,
I had to be entirely separate. I remember David Hewson, the Chancellor’s right-hand
administrative officer, he took me round to see the possible places where there might
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be, buildings belonging to the University into which we could fit in some way or other. We
got in the car and had a little drive round. This would have been about Easter Monday.
He was very nice David Hewson, because he came to meet us at the airport on Easter
Sunday, and he brought chocolate eggs for our kids, and we were very impressed and
thankful for that. It was a very nice welcome, he is a wonderful man.
So, we drove round, and I forget what the places were but I remember two of them very
well. The first one that I remember, it was a house in Arras Street, which was next to
the morgue, and I thought this was really bizarre. Next to a morgue, that would auger
very poorly. The other one was the former seat of the Vice-Chancellor of the University,
Tuart House. And I actually said, “No, I don’t really think that Arras Street, the thing next
to the morgue, is what I would want, but the Vice-Chancellery, Tuart House,” which
of course is a big, big house – you know where it is? On the corner, overlooking the
river and everything, I said, “It’s absolutely perfect for a major international arts festival
headquarters.”
So, David Hewson took me back to the Vice Chancellor, and I met the Vice-Chancellor,
who was a chap called Whelan, and we went through all this stuff, and then he said, “Oh
no, I don’t think you could have that, no, I don’t think so, but as it’s temporarily not being
used for the Vice-Chancellery, I would be prepared to let you have it for six months.” So
I said, “Thank you very much, and let’s get on with it.”
[38:36]
The other thing was, apart from not having anywhere to work from, there were no
people from the previous Festival administration, the Extension Service, to help me at
all - nobody!
AR: So it was a clean sweep?
DB: It was an absolutely clean sweep. I was desperately anxious to get in to Tuart House
and start the work, but when I went in there I found that the remnants of the music
department, which had been there, but had just, only two weeks before, moved to its
new headquarters by the tennis courts. So there was this place, with papers all over the
floor, all the remnants and stuff. My wife, God bless her, she came and the two of us
cleared it out, and of course we had to start and find staff and things like that.
AR: Do you remember how many staff members you were able to recruit for that first
Festival?
DB: I would like at this juncture to get a drink of water
AR: Absolutely, let’s take a break.
DB: Because we’ve covered an awful lot of stuff in there.
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[Break – End of Part 1]
AR: Recommencing interview with David Blenkinsop, 3.20pm, 12th May, 2007.
David , you’d just arrived in Perth and you’d chosen Tuart House as the venue for the
Festival, and you’re about to start planning the 1977 Festival.
DB: Well, not quite, we’re not quite ready for that I think. There were some things that
surprised me when I came. First of all, I had no idea that the Festival was kind of run by a
department of the University. Ok, it was run by the outreach department of the University,
which was the Extension Service, so I suppose that was a good place to do it, but I think
with John Birman’s retirement from the Festival, but not from the Extension Service, in
fact he retired, I think, largely from running the Festival in order that he may establish an
FM radio station on campus, and indeed he did achieve that. But the business of finding
an office, we’d hit gold when Tuart House eventually became ours, and all the time I was
there I worked from Tuart House, and my successors also have the advantage of being
able to work in the same building environment.
So the building was one thing, the other thing, of course, I had to think about was
the Festival’s next program. Quite hard to come in from the outside knowing that, or
not knowing originally, but knowing when I got there that the next Festival of mine, it
happened to be for the jubilee, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the founding and formation
of the Festival.
So, I mean, put that in my mind, I started to look at basic things like logos, and things like
letterheads, things like that, because I noticed that the letterheads used by the Festival
were just the University crest, as I remember. And I thought, we have to establish the
Festival in its own right outside the University environment or aegis or whatever you call
it, so that it stands on its own, and is not something which is an activity of the University,
not a department as such, but is actually Australia’s first international arts festival.
And it started for all the right reasons, because people after the war, people who had
started from Australia to go back to the ‘Mother Country’, as for many people it was
the ‘Mother Country’, visited Edinburgh for the first Edinburgh Festival, and they came
back carrying the story back to people in Perth, “If only, if only we could have a great
international festival in Perth, it would just be wonderful!”, principally because people here
are isolated by the tyranny of distance, and wouldn’t it be wonderful to form a festival.
And of course, it was duly established in 1953, which was coronation year, by Fred
Alexander, Professor Fred Alexander, who was a great man, a great guy. And who, when
I came to run the Festival, one of the first things I did was to suggest to the University,
and to Fred himself, he was very modest about it, that the Festival doesn’t seem to have
a president, and it would be logical if Professor Fred Alexander, who started the Festival
should become its President, its first President, and so it turned out to be.
[04:39]
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So coming back to the less important things in life, but very important logos, we found
someone called Tim Pearson to design a logo for us. I was very keen to have a swan
in it because we’re on the Swan River and it’s famous for the black swans of Western
Australia are unique and that’s what I wanted to have. Tim Pearson did a stylised design,
and that became our logo and it appeared on everything since in one shape or another,
so that was the beginning.
So we got a logo, we had to then decide a few things. Other things I discovered were
not present was any support association. In chatting with my, with Lynn, my wife about
this I suggested that as we had no staff, no staff at all, and as she had nobly helped me
clean out the whole part of Tuart House, all the rubbish and stuff, that maybe she would
also like to help me run the Friends of the Festival. So she became the first secretary
of the Friends of the Festival, and within days we had asked various people who were
trying to help us. I said, we need to find as many people who are interested, who are
patrons, who have been Festival followers for the last five, ten years, and we need to
bring them all together, the movers and shakers to help us found this Friends of the
Festival, and in no time at all we had achieved that goal. The Friends of the Festival still
exists to this day, with a few hiccoughs there have been in the last two or three years, or
when certain people at the University decided it was a useless thing to have, but it was
saved, fortunately.
But, moving back to the first Festival, I had to meet a lot of people when I arrived. I had
to meet theatre people, I had to meet people at the ABC orchestra, I had to meet the
people who ran the art gallery and meet all the private gallery owners. I had to do it very,
very quickly in order that I could get some impression of what the cultural scene in Perth
was at that time. People received me very generously, I have to say, and they gave me
lots of help, and I started to put some kind of program together. Having listened very
carefully to what people had had, there weren’t very many brochures or pamphlets for
me, it was very hard to find out what had actually happened at the Festival.
[7:57]
So, I put together a music program. I noticed that the ABC ran some promenade
concerts in the summer and I went to the ABC and suggested that we might have those
at the Festival for a start. And also that we would try and have a special opening concert,
which was not really for the Silver Jubilee; an event so that we could have an opening
concert. The first concert that I had was in fact, it was in the Perth Concert Hall, I see.
The Silver Jubilee Festival of Perth was officially opened by His Excellency the Governor
of Western Australia, Sir Wallace Kyle, at the Perth Concert Hall on Friday 4th February.
It was at this stage that we invited His Excellency, the Governor, to be the patron of the
Festival, and ever since, as far as I know, the Governor of Western Australia has always
been the patron of the Festival.
So I tried to get a few things together. Fortunately I knew David Measham, because
he was an English musician, I knew him when he was a violinist before he became a
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conductor. I invited Gillian Weir, the organist, to come, who I knew pretty well. Bit by
bit we put a piece together. David Measham put a proms series into shape, he did the
program for that, with a few tips and things from me. And that of course was held, and
had been held subsequently, at the Perth Entertainment Centre, which currently is mothballed, unfortunately.
And we went on with some interesting things. I wanted to put some new music in
the program, Benjamin Britten’s Sinfonia da Requiem, Mahler’s song cycle Des Knaben
Wunderhorn, Shostakovich Symphony No.10, and it was appropriate I think, because
Shostakovich had died very, very recently at that time, and it was a tribute to him. He
was also somebody who I had worked with in Europe, once only, but memorable. And
in addition to Gillian Weir and Annette Goerke at the cathedral, we also invited another
friend, Rafael Orozco.
We also managed to bring in, through, I forget which promoters they were, but we
were able to include in the program Rod Stewart. And I remember when we had the
press conference for the Festival, one of the press corps, Jill Cromelin, it was the only
question I had at my first press call for the Festival, only one question, and it was, “Will
Rod Stewart be bringing with him Britt Eckland”, who was his girlfriend. It floored me
completely because it was the only question.
AR: Nothing about any art, nothing about …
DB: No, no, nothing. Just make a note of that – Rod Stewart. “Will Rod Stewart be
bringing Britt Eckland?” But I couldn’t believe it!
[13:30]
DB: So what else happened at the first Festival? Do you want me to…shall I number
these?
AR: No, no, that’s fine, we can get the information of the actual program. Does anything
from that first Festival stand out in your mind as being something that you’d never repeat,
or set a benchmark for further Festivals?
DB: Well, the theatre program wasn’t too bad. The Hole in the Wall Theatre did Happy
End, Kurt Weill and Bertolt Brecht, which was a good thing to have, the Old Tote Theatre
Company came from Sydney to do The Plough and the Stars, Sean O’Casey. And we
commissioned a work from the Australian Performing Group called, It’s Cingalese for
Light’ning, Y’Know, which was an Australian premiere, world premiere. It was all about
Phar Lap the racehorse. West Australian Theatre company did A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, which the less we talk about the better, and the National Theatre company at the
Playhouse performed The Miser by Molière.
[15:14]
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I did want to have some dance in the program, or put some dance in the program, and
I invited the Jeune Ballet de France from the Cote d’Azur to come to Perth to present
some programs, which they did, and that was really the first of a long succession of
dance companies that I brought from all over the world.
AR: And in terms of the visual arts program, you involved visual artists through the
commissioning of program covers.
DB: We didn’t do that to begin with. We did the logo, we got ourselves a symbol, and
we used it, we didn’t use that for the poster, but we decided that we would have - The Festival always had banners down the street, and for my first festival I decided,
and Lynn oversaw it, that we would invite schools and communities to make Festival
posters, using any materials, they had to be made on cloth, because we were going to
make them into banners. So, the brief was simply to make a design which reflected the
Festival. It was a great success, I mean it took a lot of organising. Lynn and our new
public relations officer, Pauline Steele, organised all that. They were very successful, and
we have photographs of them somewhere which we can dig out for you.
AR: That would be fabulous.
DB: So that was the first Festival banners, I think it was the first one. Then, it was at this
point I think that we - - Having had Tim Pearson design this, being able to see what all
the community was able to do, we thought it would be a very good idea, that we invite
an artist, a big name artist here, to do the first of the banner posters, and that was – I
showed you the thing the other day, didn’t I? (DB gets up to look for the pamphlet)
This was ’79. ’78 – This was a Tim Pearson design, this followed on after him doing the
logo. Then this is it, ’79 was the first one, the first of the huge series which went on till I
finished, with Robert Juniper, the second of two posters painted by Juniper. He painted
the last one of the series, 1999.
Then the second one - ’80. This is Sir Russell Drysdale – Do you want me to read all
these out or do you want to pick these out?
AR: I can pick them out later if you’d prefer?
[20:21]
(Discussion about whether the artists commissioned to do the Festival posters should
be announced as part of the commentary, or listed in written format.)
[22:08]
AR: Well, really all I’m wanting to know is, in those first two years of the Festival, what
did you do that you felt was spectacular, what happened that you thought you’d never
do again and, within your first five years, I suppose I should ask, at what point did you
decide you were staying more than two or three years?
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DB: After the first year I proceeded to planning of the second year, which was ’78, and
I think I started to bring into play my kind of vision about several things. Music was
something of a problem over here, and I’m talking about classical music, in so much as
the ABC had a very rigid management structure. I was very anxious that we were able to
use the orchestra in a way in which I could program what they were doing and to bring in
soloists and things like that during the period of the Festival. I had quite a lot of problems
actually even talking to them about it
In my second year, in 1978, I decided, it was quite clear that I was going to have to do
something about music. In that year, we had a bonus in that we were able to include
in the program the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra, which of course was a wonderful
thing to have, and they came with Zubin Mehta, who I’d only met once before. And
we persuaded them to put on a spectacular program for us, and they did the Mahler
Symphony No.5 and a Mozart piano concerto. The ABC had some part in bringing that
orchestra to Perth, credit where credit’s due.
We also brought out from England, Philip Jones Brass Ensemble, which consisted of
fifteen simply fantastic brass players, whom I’d worked with very often in England and
that was their first tour in Australia, one of the first tours we arranged for anything during
my reign.
[26:20]
There was another great coup in that same year, and that was that I invited Sir Michael
Tippett to come to Australia. I had had many meetings with him in England, because he
had been a long supporter of the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra and I’d met him
many times in Bournemouth, and so it was wonderful to be able to invite him to come
on his very first trip to Australia, and he was very excited, I must say. It was a sensational
time. We did the Child of Our Time, and several vocal works
We also were able to pass him on to the Adelaide Festival as well. So he came here, the
Adelaide Festival followed, has always followed on just after the Perth Festivals, so that
was one of my first great experiences of being able to bring something in, and to share
it, to have the possibility of sharing it with somebody else.
In later years, of course, we did a lot of that and of course it helped the budget dramatically.
We had partners at other festivals who were interested in taking things we were bringing.
We brought Clifford Hocking, we brought in Paco Pena, almost a biennial visitor.
And another great coup was I think, not in classical music. The decision, well, I desperately
wanted to bring up and bring out and do the best we possibly could do for jazz, because
interestingly, the first note that I found on my desk, or in my portfolio that was given to
me, was a note from somebody called Don Mead, – M-E-A-D – , and it was – I’d better
get this right, I think it said, “G’day” and it said, “I hope you’re going to bring some
fucking jazz into this program, because we never get any! Signed Don Mead.” (laughs)
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I took this really seriously, and I found out who Don Mead was, and I said to Don Mead,
he was a pretty tough nut Don, but I said it. “We will”, or “I will do my very best to do
something about jazz in the Festival”, and therefore in the State and the city, and I said
“I’ll promise that.”
Little did he know that I was going to bring a big star out, and the big star was Oscar
Peterson. I didn’t quite know how I was going to get Oscar Peterson, because it was
just an idea, just something in the air. I just talked to a few people, “How do I get in touch
with Oscar, I need Oscar Peterson’s agent.” “Well you have to do it through…” The
name I had to talk to was Norman Granz – G-R-A-N-Z – one of the very, very greatest
jazz entrepreneurs.
From somebody I got his telephone number and I rang him. “Hello!” (DB mimics accent)
“Who are you?” “You’ll not have heard of me, I’m a total stranger, but my name is David
Blenkinsop and I’ve just taken over the direction of the Perth Arts Festival in Western
Australia, and I’m very, very interested in engaging Oscar Peterson, to come to our next
festival if that’s possible.” “Oh yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, maybe – yeah, I’ll have a look at
it and come back to you.”
That’s the way, there was no email in those days, it was either phone or it was telex. You
probably don’t even remember telex, do you? No.
[32:13]
Anyway, to cut a very long story short, he agreed! The fee, I was expecting it to be
absolutely horrendous, a bit like Rubenstein’s fee, but Norman Granz, he said “Yes,
absolutely fine.” So we brought him and he brought with him - - Joe Pass, he brought
with him Joe Pass, one of the great jazz guitarists of all time and we presented them at
two concerts in Perth, and then they went to Adelaide, and then, the cheekiest thing I
could possibly have done was to get them into the Sydney Opera House.
I had no contact whatsoever with the Sydney Opera House, I had no idea. I found out
who it was, who was the general manager, and when I said, “Would you be interested
in taking Oscar Peterson?” and the answer came back, “Would I be interested in taking
Oscar Peterson, I’ll say I would!” he said. So we presented him in the Sydney Opera
House, and we did two concerts and on the first of the concerts we broke the house
record for the Sydney Opera House. We had people, it was a capacity audience in the
hall, and we had fifty, sixty people sitting on the platform around the artists, and we did
it twice, and it was a riot.
And the great thing about it was that, sticking my head out so far, without knowing how I
was going to pay for all of this, in the process for it I persuaded Friends of the Festival to
actually sponsor it. They didn’t have much money but I think that they put in something
like five or six thousand, I suppose, and we needed quite a lot more. But it was agreed
that the first concert would be ours and the second concert, we would do another
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second concert and the outcome of it was that the Friends of the Festival accumulated
$32,000 in their coffers.
AR: Fantastic, considering they didn’t even exist two years previously.
DB: $32,000. It could have gone the other way, but they put their money on the line and
they got it back. I knew they would, I’d a very good idea that they would.
AR: It’s just coming up to 4.00pm, shall we stop there for the day? Thank you very much.
[36:30 End]
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Second Interview with David Blenkinsop – 19 May 2007
Second Interview Guide Question
Sent by email from AR to DB: I’d like to chat about more mundane things such as
staffing levels, key staff members, sponsorship arrangements (such as those with
Myer and R&I / Bankwest), the support of the City of Perth, and the support of the
University of Western Australia (or otherwise).

AR: David, you’ve just very kindly handed me the brochure of all the posters that were
put together for the front cover of the program, all the works of art that were put together
for the front covers of the programs for the Festival of Perth, and we’re going to go on
to talk about some of the artists and some of the works of art that they did.
DB: Yes, well, one special moment came in 1981 when I was discussing with colleagues
at the state gallery, and it was agreed that we would try and present, at the Art Gallery
of Western Australia, during the 1982 Festival, a collection by Sir Sidney Nolan, the ‘Ern
Malley Collection’, detailing the controversy which involved Max Harris, and a magazine,
‘Angry Penguins’. It seemed to me and my colleagues at the art gallery that it would
be wonderful if we were able to continue the notion of having great artists produce
images for our posters publicising the Festival. It seemed that Sidney Nolan would be
the perfect person to approach.
I went to London, not simply to talk to Sid Nolan, but to do lots of other things in Europe
as well. I arranged a meeting with him, and I went to his apartment which was on
the Thames Embankment, quite, quite close to the Savoy Hotel. We went out and we
chatted about it, and I said, “I would really like you to do this.” He was very charming,
and said, “Oh, yes, I’d like to do it.” I showed him some of the things we’d done before
and he said, “Oh, yes, I think I have an idea.” On that basis, we shook hands, and I didn’t
think too much about it at the time.
Then one day there was a delivery, it was quite a - - it was a parcel done properly, it
was from Sid Nolan, and we were expecting something really exciting. The whole staff
in the office, came into my office and they clustered round me, as I ripped the brown
paper from the parcel. And I was very careful about it and I opened it up and took the
top page off, and shock, horror, this (and I’m showing Anne now), this was the Festival
poster. It’s a rather crude picture of a kangaroo, and over the top of it, it’s a kind of cutout from a book, it’s the head of DH Lawrence. I was so shocked, and I thought, “This
is just - it won’t sell anything.” I was so sad, I was so disappointed, not sad, but very
disappointed. And I talked to everybody, and I talked to the staff and I realised that what
I had to do was to ring Sid up, I couldn’t write to him, I had to ring him up, and say that:
“Sid, I don’t like it too much.”
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The office thought that was a good idea. I picked up the phone and all the office staff
were outside the glass door to the hallway, there were clustered round and the bastards
had actually opened the door so they could hear everything, and were waiting to hear
how I was going to deal with Sid Nolan and I went on the phone and I said, “It really
wasn’t what we were expecting. I just think that we need something which is a more
powerful image somehow.” He was very quiet on the other end of the telephone and
then he said, “Well, ok, I’ll do something.”
Anyway, to cut a very long story short, my colleagues at the Festival they did a terrible
thing, they did a jape. They got a canvas, a cardboard, and they painted - - somewhere
I’ve got it. And they fixed this up, and I duly opened it, firmly believing that this was the
new thing that Sid Nolan had sent. And of course, it was the kangaroo with my head in
the middle of it. Anyway, to cut a long story short, Sid eventually sent through the cover,
for the Festival, which was this (and I’m now showing Anne the picture). It is a black
swan, a bit like our logo, but with Nolan’s signature on the bottom, so it’s worth a bob
or two.
AR: Fantastic, and a bit more in keeping with the whole Festival theme.
DB: I think it had more punch, DH Lawrence is not actually a matinee idol.
[6:44]
AR: Were your relationships with visual artists good throughout your years at the Festival?
DB: Yes, they were, I must say they were terrific. And I always consulted people, had
good advice from people like Lou Klepac who gave me lots of advice as to artists who
might be suitable.
AR: And to begin with the artists were happy to do these for free. Did anybody ever ask
for cash for their paintings?
DB: I think only one, only one. I mean, I’d explain to them, “We just haven’t got any
money.” They all thought the exposure was good, there was lots of exposure of course.
I think the only one who asked was - - I shouldn’t really disclose that, should I? One
person did ask, but I persuaded them.
AR: Excellent. Moving on from visual arts, I’d like to ask you what you thought were
some of the highlights of some of the other programs, for example, the performing arts
program, or the music program, whichever you’d like to start with, or dance, whatever.
DB: This morning I’ve made a note of what I think were the highlights, because it’s very
difficult, because in the twenty-three years I ran the Festival, I engaged many, many
companies to come here. Just quickly, to let people know, in my twenty-three years I
invited and presented: fifty-five international theatre companies; thirty-seven international
dance companies; fifteen international symphony orchestras; twenty-seven international
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chamber orchestras; and some sixty-three international jazz groups. Over twenty-three
years, it’s a lot.
The reason, of course, that I was particularly interested in the international scene for
the Festival, was that on my arrival in Perth I discovered that the Festival had been set
up, in response to a group of people who had been to the second Edinburgh Festival,
which I believe was in 1948. They had such a wonderful time, they came home and
they talked to Professor Fred Alexander, and they said, “It would just be wonderful, if in
the most isolated city in the world, if we could have the kind of international attractions,
concerts, theatre, that Edinburgh has. We are never able to see things like that.” It was
that discussion with Fred Alexander, that he and his colleagues decided that it would be
a good idea to start a festival in Perth.
When I arrived here, I suppose I hadn’t quite realised how isolated it was. You get
in an aeroplane and you get up in the air and you do your job when you get here.
Clearly I wanted to follow the pattern that had started, that this was to be, and will
be an international Festival, and I will try and bring to Australia as many of the great
international orchestras, theatre companies, dance companies, or whatever, that I
possibly can. Because I think that otherwise we’re not succeeding. And that was my
ethos right through the twenty-three years. I wanted to give the people of Perth the best
that I could find.
[11:45]
My attitude was not exactly taken on board by the local theatre companies, who were
jealously wanting to have their own companies in the program. If, for example, if we
take the Edinburgh Festival, which was the first multi-disciplined international festival,
they would include from time to time, offerings from local theatre companies. They have
several very good companies in Edinburgh, and musicians and things, but basically
Edinburgh is a showcase for the best in the world, and I wanted to emulate that.
It did lead me into some stress, because people would say to me, “Why have we got
all these orchestras coming in, our orchestra is much, much better than the Czech
Philharmonic Orchestra” or whatever it was. Or the theatre, “The theatre that you
brought in is not as good as the Hole-in-the-Wall theatre or the Playhouse Theatre”, so I
had quite a lot of stress. But I stuck to my guns, I brought the things that I thought were
the best I could find, and the public strongly supported my efforts at the box office.
And so, coming back to highlights, it’s very difficult with all those groups to actually
pinpoint the great ones. For me, things like, in music, the great orchestras, like the
Chicago Symphony Orchestra, London Philharmonic, the Philharmonia Orchestra,
Budapest Symphony Orchestra, Berlin Staatskapelle, great orchestras from Europe.
Soloists like Peter Schreier who sang and conducted the St John Passion, Bach, as well
as coming on two occasions for solo recitals of Schubert, he was a great, great star.
Then there were the great choirs, like the Vienna Singverein, 250 singers all the way from
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Vienna. The Chicago Symphony, with Sir George Solti, and the Estonian Philharmonic
Chamber Choir, who came here with Arvo Pärt, who came here from Berlin which is
where he was living at the time.
And other things from behind what was then the Iron Curtain. I made several visits
to Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, and the old Soviet Union. I also went to Georgia, Tblisi,
where I found absolutely extraordinary theatre companies, two theatre companies,
the Film Actors’ Theatre Company and the Georgian Theatre Company. Both came
to the Festival, along with the Georgian Chamber Orchestra, led by Liana Issakadze, a
Tchaikovsky prize winner in Moscow. I have a recording that she made here, playing the
Beethoven Violin Concerto accompanied by the Prague Chamber Orchestra, which is
simply the greatest performance of the Beethoven Violin Concerto I’ve ever heard.
Then of course in the other parts of music, we had great visitors, the Centre for Medieval
Music in Paris, superb, and the Amsterdam Baroque Ensemble, with Ton Koopman.
Great pianists like Roger Muraro who came and played the Messiaen’s Vingt Regards
in the Government House Ballroom, with a temperature of forty-one degrees, would
you believe. How he did it, I don’t know, because the piece lasts without stop for ninety
plus minutes. But he was a great visitor. The jazz scene, the favourites would have to be
Oscar Petersen, Wynton Marsalis, Stan Getz, Egberto Gismonti, Ronnie Scott, George
Melly, Dizzy Gillespie et al.
And theatre, well, great theatre from America. Steppenwolf Theatre Company from
Chicago, that was the time when John Malkovich was there. Steppenwolf came twice to
Australia, which was wonderful, as did The Actors’ Theatre of Louisville, and then there
was the RSC, ESC and the Theatre Complicité from London.
And of course a great highlight was here, in the Bicentenary year in 1988, was Peter
Brook’s production of The Mahabharata, one of the greatest of theatre pieces, which
we performed at the Boya Quarry. A production that started at seven in the evening,
and finished at seven in the morning, through the night. As the sun was setting the
production started, went through the night and as the sun was coming up behind, the
sunrise was wonderful, absolutely wonderful. And we even managed to persuade the
airport authority to divert planes flying over the Boya Quarry during the performances,
that was a triumph. A bureaucratic triumph, I loved that!
Then there was the fantastic Japanese Lear, which was in my last festival. Ong Ken Sen,
the director, did a wonderful job. Before that we had Robert Lepage Seven Streams
of the River Ota from Canada, another five hour production which we did. Then there
were other companies, Sèmola Teatre from Spain, came twice to the Festival. It would
be remiss of me not to mention Australian productions, Cloudstreet, the Tim Winton
adaptation, directed by Neil Armfield, involving Black Swan Theatre Company here and
Company B, from Sydney. That of course was a particularly great triumph of the Festival,
it’s had a great life. I’ve been very, very happy to have had that here.
[20:00]
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Then of course, the dance highlights. A lot of French companies, Lyon Opera Ballet,
Maguy Marin, Emile Dubois, Josef Nadj, Robert Desrosiers, Jean-Pierre Perreault from
Canada, La La Human Steps, Trisha Brown, Twyla Tharp, all have been centrepieces of
my dance program, because in 1986, might have been ’85, I had done some extensive
travelling mainly to Europe, but also to North America, Canada and the United States.
I was suddenly alerted, or awakened to some of the most extraordinary developments
happening in the field of dance across the world.
In France, for example, there had been increasing development of young choreographers
who, in order to further their careers would all converge on Paris of course, being the
major city, like going to London or New York. The French government at that time
decided, as they’d done with theatre just before that, to set up a scheme whereby these
young choreographers could actually learn and grow, and so they established a number
of national choreographic dance centres throughout the country. There was a devolving
of all the people who had been in Paris, and they were sent to the new choreographic
centres: Grenoble, La Rochelle, Montpellier, Avignon, and so on. This proved to be very
successful, as had the government’s plan to set up national theatre centres throughout
France.
So I was totally seduced by this fantastic dance. I decided that I had to do something
about it and I knew it would be really tough to persuade people to go to contemporary
dance. They’ll go to the ballet, but contemporary dance? I decided that what I would do
in 1987, I would have a magnificent kick-starter with a huge program of dance in one go.
So I brought in companies, Limbs from New Zealand, Robert Desrosiers Company and
Ballet Jazz from Montreal, Pheonix Dance from Leeds, and the fabulous Trisha Brown
from New York. I made it as accessible as I could. It was $10 a ticket. We presented
most out at the Reabold Hill and quarry, some at His Majesty’s, Robert Desrosiers was
at His Majesty’s Theatre. And this proved to be a very great success. We sold just over
20,000 tickets for the dance program.
It was difficult later on, afterwards, to get the same kind of enthusiasm for people buying
tickets at $10, when they have to buy tickets at $15 - $25. I was determined I was
going to do it but I lost around $100,000 on dance each Festival. And I remember Fred
Alexander, who founded the Festival, founder and now life president of the Festival,
saying, “Why are we doing all this dance lately?” I said, “Well, we’re doing it because it’s
important, it’s the most wonderful thing developing exciting entertainment.” And he said,
“Well, how long are you going to keep doing it?” I said, “I’m going to keep on doing it until
the buggers come to the shows!” Gradually of course they did, and people say today
there’s virtually no dance in the Festivals. It’s a pity because dance is a terrific culture to
have in a festival.
AR: I was going to ask, because you talked about, there’s another example of a triumph,
and you talked about a bureaucratic triumph, but when you were talking about inviting
companies from behind the Iron Curtain, how was it to deal with diplomatically? Did you
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cause any diplomatic incidents, was there anything particularly tricky or did you deal with
it all in your stride?
DB: No, it was very difficult. I had to go to these places, some people would think
it’s wonderful going to Russia, and it was. I approached the artists, and I approached
government and met the ministers of culture from these places, particularly in Tblisi. I
remember I was with another colleague, from Adelaide, Rob Brookman, and we were
invited out to lunch. Tblisi is a beautiful city, it straddles a huge gorge. It is very spectacular,
very beautiful and it is kind of a melting pot where all the religions of Europe seem to
merge, there are mosques, there are Jewish settlements, there are Catholic cathedrals.
Anyway, the minister for culture invited us to an early dinner, following a performance in
the afternoon. It was quite an experience, laid out with a lavish spread, crystal goblets
to drink from, wine flowing like there was no tomorrow. And he toasted everybody, and
then he threw, well hurled the crystal glass into the hearth. Everyone was very shocked
Anyway, everybody had to make a toast, I got up and said, “Three cheers for Your
Excellency!”, or whatever. Rob Brookman, from Adelaide, he was very naughty quite
far down the table, he made the toast, and after threw his glass like that, about five, six
metres, into the hearth and it kind of dissolved into mayhem. And of course, the artists
absolutely hated the minister for the arts, because he was a party animal, but they
agreed that they would come.
[36:37 – End of Part 1]
DB: There are of course disappointments that you have in the cultural business from
time to time. One of them, of course, is where you get the money from, and how you
resolve that. I had a pretty disappointing time with the government here, for the funding
of the Festival. Apart from the salaries of the senior people, like myself, that were on the
University’s payroll, any additional staff, of course, we had to find the money for.
We had no money given to us by the University in support of specific productions, for
which we really needed quite a lot of money. And we didn’t get any concessions either
with the use of the theatres, we never were given any theatre spaces for free, we had to
pay for them. Ok, not on the top rate, on the second rate, which I think was a bit tough.
When I first arrived at the Festival, there was virtually no money at all from the government,
and there was nothing in place regarding finding sponsorships and things like that. And
I had to go out, I think I mentioned this before, I had to go out and find people, the odd
banks and things, that would give us five hundred, a thousand, fifteen hundred dollars
and things like that. That was disappointing and was quite hard, because I had my eyes
firmly to heaven, the heaven of having fantastic international attractions, such as we’ve
just been talking about. I was somewhat dismayed by the fact that it was hard to find
the money.
And it’s interesting, for example, to let people know, over all the time I was in the Festival,
I received from the French government more funding than I received from the City of
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Perth, and that says a lot, doesn’t it? I mean, I think I was quite good at persuading
foreign governments to help, because the costs, never mind the costs of paying the
artists, the costs of travel, particularly for large orchestras, chamber orchestras, big
theatre companies, all their freight has to come somehow. I was very lucky getting
help from various governments, the French government was particularly generous in
helping to convey all of the freight of French companies, and we had a lot of French
companies to tour Australia. And the British Council, who are not hugely renowned for
their generosity, did come to the party to help us with the freight for companies like the
English Shakespeare Company, Cheek by Jowl, and Complicité, and the jazz people.
It wasn’t until we had a crisis that we had to call in Carmen Lawrence, who was the
then premier of the State, together with Faye Gale, who was the chair of the board of
the Festival, and the Vice Chancellor of the University, and I had to say to them that
unless we could do something about extra funding for the Festival – for anything that is
flying at a level flight is actually sinking, as we all know, and unless you’re going up you
are for sure going down. And I said, something has to be done if the Festival wishes
to be saved. It was at that moment that the Premier, Carmen Lawrence, who was very
interested in culture, fortunately, she talked to the Minister for Lotteries and things, and
we became under the wing of the Lotteries Commission. Which was a great saving
because we really didn’t know where we were going, because we had just come to the
end of three year sponsorship by Myer. Their sponsorship was worth one million dollars,
I have to say, and at that time it was the largest ever sponsorship given to any cultural
organisation in Australia.
[06:23]
AR: And they received naming rights to the Festival.
DB: They kind of received naming rights. I wasn’t prepared to call it the ‘Myer Festival of
Perth’. I had a heading, you’ve probably seen it, have you? I said, what we’ll do, it will be
the ‘Festival of Perth’, and underneath in smaller letters I will call it ‘The Myer Festival’. It
was kind of a naming right, but it wasn’t taking away the top banner, if you like. We had
that for, the million dollars was spread over three years, but that was a record at the time.
And of course when it came to an end, we needed somebody to take their place, like
the Lotteries Commission which seemed to be the best to do it (laughs). We had some
friends at the Lotteries Commission, so that was that.
AR: You also had quite a longstanding relationship with the R&I, or Bankwest, whatever
you want to call it.
DB: Very long, very long relationship, they were very good.
AR: Once you set up the relationship with the R&I, did you find that very easy to keep?
DB: Well the R&I Bank was actually supporting the Festival before I arrived, so I inherited
that support which was very good. And they very charming people, David Fisher was
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the CEO I think, they were very good supporters. They sponsored the free concerts in
Supreme Court Gardens.
(DB looks back through Festival program brochures).
DB: I don’t even know where we acknowledged them to be honest. I also suggested
that we have a wine promotion, that was something we did in the very first year. The
Governor, Sir Wallace Kyle, agreed to be the chairman of the wine judges, he loved
that! We selected a wine dozen, six whites and six reds, and we took it to the Eastern
States on our promotional tour for the Festival. We had some other sponsorships from
advertising; Anderson Ford, Coca Cola, MMA airlines, which doesn’t exist any more, and
Peter’s Ice Cream.
AR: It’s funny to hear you say when you’re looking back at the old Festivals, ‘I don’t know
where we credited the sponsors’, because sitting now in 2007, working in the arts, one
of the first things you’ve got to think about is where and how you’re going to credit the
sponsors. I think that is possibly one of the most significant changes in the arts from
1977 to 2007.
DB: Oh I know that, yes. I mean, I knew we had to find sponsors. The Swan Brewery,
they supported us, Wales bank, I remember going to the Wales bank to chat to them,
and the brewery too.
AR: Ok, it seems to me from what you’re saying that you were doing most of the, as
well as the artistic programming, you were doing the development management of the
Festival.
DB: In the first couple of years, I was, yes.
AR: And at what point did you bring in somebody else to do that, or did you always have
a real handle on it?
DB: No, I had a real handle on it, I think. Until - - yes, all the way through. It wasn’t until
much later that we had a sponsorship person on the staff.
AR: Ok, what year would you say that was?
DB: Let me just take an ad hoc year.
(DB looks back through Festival program brochures)
DB: I had a very full staff all the time, this is ’86, I had: director, administrator, press officer,
accountant, marketing officer, technical co-ordinator, who wasn’t a permanent, and two
secretarial people, seven people. Seemed to work ok actually (laughs). People can’t, if
there’s only seven of you, you can’t get in each others’ way. And of course everybody
knew what everybody else was doing, and there were no emails in those days for people
to go wandering off sending emails all round the world without the knowledge of the
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CEO. Yes, this was in 1988, (counts) eight people. So I did most of my early work with
that set up. Now, heaven only knows what they all do, thirty-two of them!
[13:33]
AR: You just said that your disappointments were really only the supports that you were
receiving and the level of supports that you were receiving, particularly monetarily. Were
there any artists who disappointed you, or companies that disappointed you, or was
there always something that you could say, ‘Well, I’m glad I brought them here’?
DB: There was one, it happened right at my very last Festival. It is something that - - I
broke a rule that nobody should ever break who has anything to do with the presentation
of culture. I never engaged or took anything that I had not seen. Obviously if it‘s a world
premiere or you’re doing something new and exciting, whatever, that’s something
different. But if you’re going to choose a theatre company, or see a particular production,
the rule above all rules is that you have got to see it, before you go ahead. You make
every possible energy to go and see something. I’ve seen hundreds and hundreds of
shows that I went to because they sounded interesting, and I got there and I didn’t like
them. I may have been with colleagues from other festivals or other places who liked
them, and sometimes they didn’t like things that I liked.
I was planning for my last Festival, and I was in Edinburgh for the festival and I was fairly
desperate because I’d done everything except find something to go in His Majesty’s
Theatre. I was searching for an important theatre piece, and I had not found anything.
Lynn was actually with me, and I took a call from the impresario Andrew Kay to the
effect that the English Shakespeare Company were just opening a season of, a new
production of ‘Antony and Cleopatra’. And I thought, “Well, well, that’s just what I need,
that’s fantastic!” And so I talked to a friend who was in the company, and learnt that the
production was opening in Bath that very night. Lynn looked at me and I looked at Lynn
and I said, “How on earth are we going to get from Edinburgh to Bath in time to see this
show?” It was impossible.
So, I took a gamble, and I said, “We’d like to do it”, so I did and it turned out to be a
turkey. I didn’t see it until it came to Perth, but it didn’t get very good reviews, which really
depressed me, I had it all set up. And I thought, “Well, the Australian audience will be
bound to get behind the show, bound to go and see ‘Antony and Cleopatra’ with such
an exotic and interesting cast.”
The advance booking up front was terrific, it was fine. I went to the show, I thought, “Oh
no!” It wasn’t that it was very bad, it just didn’t work really. Anyway, the next two days
there was very little box office, after people had seen it and the review had been in the
paper, so we were doomed. It kind of slithered to a rather sad end, from that theatre point
of view. So I was very disappointed, and I said, “How could you, how could you agree to
do something like that, that you had not seen.” So I committed the cardinal error.
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AR: But it must be nice to think back over twenty-three years, that there was only once
that you did that and actually, your instincts were right.
[20:20]
DB: Yes, well I suppose there must have been other things that I may have been slightly
disappointed by, but nothing on the scale of that one. I mean, in my last Festival, I
couldn’t have nothing happening for two weeks in His Majesty’s Theatre. I couldn’t do
that and this seemed to be the thing. So it cost quite a lot of money, and the booking up
front was great but nobody booked thereafter, so we learned a lesson.
AR: Ok, one more question. Last time we talked about how you had community
involvement with getting the banners made by community groups or schools, for one
of your first Festivals. And today you have also handed me a list of Festival events that
were broadcast, which of course makes the Festival very accessible for a wide audience.
Frequently the arts are called elite, and particularly festivals that are showing artforms
such as opera and contemporary dance which are often not considered accessible.
How would you say that you made your Festivals accessible to the wider Perth public,
who may or may not be considered a conservative audience?
DB: Well, let me start from the negative point of view. Some of the disappointments
that I had in these years, was that people were slow to pick up the new ball and run
with it. It was very hard work to get them to come to things that they didn’t know, and
contemporary dance was one, and contemporary music was another. We did have quite
a lot of contemporary music, we had presentations from Sir Michael Tippet, Arvo Pärt,
Harrison Birtwhistle, Roger Smelley and Peter Maxwell Davies. They were not crowd
pleasers really. I think it was quite hard. The programs looked terrifically good, and I
did my best. But it was hard, very hard, to convince people they should spend money
going to see something that they may not like. It would be dishonest of me to say that
everything was home and hosed and fancy and lovely. But I persevered and of course
I had a new audience for contemporary dance, and people now come to me in the
street and say, “We don’t have any dance, we don’t have any contemporary dance, we
don’t have any of that exciting dance any more.” And it’s not that there’s none available,
there’s a huge amount available. It’s just that the directors, it’s their show, so it’s nothing
to do with me, but it’s a pity that there’s such a black hole where there used to be great
contemporary dance and contemporary music.
AR: And did you ever feel the need to continue the community access element of it, in
terms of what we now call education programs or interpretation programs.
DB: Well I don’t know anything about those kind of things that you just mentioned. We
had very good support from schools booking, I have to say, for everything. Particularly
from the private schools, and those schools teaching specific learning skills. We had
big bookings from them. Hollywood Senior High School here, for example, which is no
more, it’s now Shenton College, they used to take big, big parties, as did all the boarding
schools and so, we had a lot of school bookings. They went to the concerts, they
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especially liked the dance and the theatre, particularly going to the Concert Hall. So we
were very well supported by youth. And I hope, I’m sure they will, those kids, who are
now grown up will remember that, that they had a good time at the Festival.
[25:46 - End]
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Third Interview with David Blenkinsop – 16 June 2007
Third Interview Guide Questions
Street Theatre – what you brought and why? What was it appealed to you about street
theatre performances? Did funders insist on the Festival becoming more accessible, or
there being free performances available to the general public, and was this something that
influenced your decision to have a street theatre component, or was it purely an artistic
programming decision?
Arts infrastructure in Perth – particularly the venues. During the time of your directorship,
were any new venues built or made accessible to you which enabled you to put on
performances which you had not previously been able? Were there any other major
changes to the city’s / state’s arts infrastructure which had a significant impact on Festival
programming? Was the Festival overall, or were you personally, one of the driving forces in
pushing forward the development of the arts infrastructure?
Timelines – We’ve discussed your first few years of the Festival, and I’d like to talk about
your decision to retire and the handover period with Sean Doran, but did you feel that your
time as Director fell into chapters, or phases? If so, what defined those phases for you?
This may be the funding structure, or the team of people working for you, or the types of
artforms that were available to you, or the audiences that were attending Festival events,
or any other reason that might make you feel that the Festival was progressing in phases
or cycles.
Festivals in Australia – what contacts did you have? Did you set up a festival ‘touring
circuit’? What were the financial arrangements (if any) with other Australian festivals?
Bringing in works from Asia – Japan / India / Sri Lanka. Was the decision to do so purely
on artistic grounds, or was there any political or economic pressure brought to bear on the
decision to include Asian companies?
And of course, I’m still trying to answer the question, “what were the key cultural landmarks
of the Festival of Perth?”, and before answering that I need to be able to find a definition
of ‘cultural landmark’. That’s probably more an essay question for me than an interview
question for you, but if you’ve got any thoughts on the matter, I’d love to hear them.

AR: I’ve sent you some interview questions, and I think we’re going to start talking about
either street theatre or cultural landmarks, whatever you’d prefer.
DB: I think maybe cultural landmarks in a way, but having thought about that I would
really like to start at the beginning, when I arrived in Perth and I didn’t have very long
to put the first Festival together. What I seemed to realise was that there didn’t seem
to have been in previous festivals, street theatre and those kind of things. There were
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certainly events, but what I really was looking for was something that gave the Festival
profile in the city centre at all times over the three week Festival, and I didn’t really know
how to begin, but I talked to people and the first notion I had was, why don’t we have a
street festival? We’ll have a street party, we will try and get a street closure somewhere
in the city centre where we could do something, I wasn’t quite sure what we could do
but it proved to be very difficult to persuade people. Museum Street, adjacent to the Art
Gallery of WA, was the chosen place.
I had to go and plead with certain councillors who were on the board of the Festival,
Councillor Bertha Beacroft, who was a very great Festival supporter, agreed to talk to
the town clerk about having something in the open air. I remember also, going to talk
to them, they said you’ve got to go to Parliament House, and talk to one of the cabinet
ministers up there. Well, one of the cabinet ministers who I did see, he shall be nameless,
well ‘he’ makes it male of course, and I told him what I was going to do and I was also
thinking we would have some food stalls and things like that, and he said, (David mimics
accent), “No good at all, no bloody good at all, it’s too hot here. You should realise there’s
bloody flies, flies everywhere. It’s a really stupid idea!” I said, “Well, I’ll try it.”
To cut a long story short, they agreed eventually that we could close off Museum Street,
which at that time wasn’t a street used by anybody. I remember I was helped by Joan
Pope, in fact very, very much supported by Joan Pope and her ideas, because she’d
done odd things before in various places. She gave me a lot of help about the kind of
things we could do. I said, “We’ve got to have some food, some catering.” She said,
“Oh, you can’t, it’s very difficult because the only people who can do food catering is the
City. They’ve got a big, dark, green, wooden bus in which people make food and they
hand it out through a little window for you. So there’s nothing, you can’t have anything
out in the open air because of the flies.” This was run by a guy who had a limp, called
Harry Picket, I remember Harry Picket because he was rather a miserable guy, who
didn’t seem to have much interest in life at all. He said, “This is where we’ve got to put
this truck, and this is what we’ve got to do.” The day went very well, it was a weekend, it
was Saturday and Sunday, and quite a lot of people turned up and enjoyed it and it was
a beginning, so in a way it indeed was a cultural whatever you call it.
[4:40]
That was the first beginning. The second year when I was here, we decided that having
obviously twelve months under my belt, that we had to do better than just closing of
Museum Street, and I approached the City about whether we could do things in Hay
Street Mall. They, the councillors, said, “We’ll give it a go.” The police were very dubious
about doing that. They insisted that at all times during the street festival police cars would
be able to go through Hay Street Mall. It went with a real swing, and of course what
happened was that there were so many people in Hay Street Mall that the police couldn’t
possibly get their vehicles through from one end to the other, and they just left their cars
outside and wandered around on foot. It really was very good, we had musicians and
street vendors, all very interesting things.
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Primitive to begin with, but when the end of the week came, I think we ran it for two
Sundays, it was really extraordinary but I had an approach from a guy called Geoff
Summerhay, who was an architect who worked in Northbridge. And he said, “Do you
think that you could next year do something in Northbridge, because it’s very run down?”
You wouldn’t imagine what it was like, it was nothing like it is now, lots of buildings were
closed up. And he said, “We’ve got to try and do something in that part of the city and
this seems to be a perfect way of doing this.”
We moved the festival from Hay Street Mall where it had been very successful and we
took it into Northbridge, street entertainers, a couple of restaurants in one street opened
so people could get their food there. The rest is history really because it got stronger
and stronger and stronger, and that part of the city was rejuvenated. Eventually, sooner
rather than later, it became Northbridge Festival. I’m not sure whether it runs now, but
it’s hugely full of people all the time now. But we did, starting at the far end, where
there’s the big park, at the westerly end whatever the street is there. At each of the traffic
intersections, pedestrian intersections, we had street entertainers of all kinds.
When Les Arts Saux, the famous trapeze company from France, first came here , making
their first ever international tour at my request, they actually set up their huge trapeze
things in Russell Square. It’s got a big grass, it’s near the Paradiso Cinema. That was a
free show and that was one of the great highlights of the Northbridge Festival in its early
stages. So I think that street theatre did make a lot of publicity for the Festival. It proved
to be a very good way of catching the public and letting the public know that there is a
Festival on and they should get into it real quick.
[08:57]
AR: Did you - - street theatre is one of the more accessible artforms for the simple
reason you don’t have to go to it, it comes to you in the street. You don’t have to cross
a boundary, you don’t have to go into a theatre or a gallery.
DB: No, but sometimes you have to work quite hard, the pedestrians had to work quite
hard, particularly with the French lot that we used to have who were very naughty.
AR: With audience participation?
DB: Well, they were doing naughty kind of shows, so, yes.
AR: But street theatre has been one of the elements of your Festivals that you’ve had
right from the start. There was a move by funding organisations to try and incorporate
more accessible artforms into certain festivals. Did you ever feel that pressure or was
were you purely programming street theatre from an artistic perspective?
DB: No, it was just a way to begin with, as I’ve explained, to have a public awareness
of what the Festival is about, and one of the ways of catching them is to give them
extraordinary stuff in the city. Well, of course, when the street festivals first started we
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were not doing anything like the extraordinary street theatre the French and Italians and
people brought into the Festival, they were something else again. I mean starting from the
smallest people who played havoc. I mean, there was one group called Les Hommes en
Noir, which means the Men in Black, and they were walking round the city, or Northbridge
anyway, in their black bowler hats, they were very strange looking people, they looked
really, really odd. They did really naughty things, like standing on a traffic intersection with
traffic lights and they wouldn’t take any notice of what the colours were in the lamps, red,
amber or green, and they went into shops and they just created mayhem.
And there were others, Les Cacahouettes was another crew, Theatre de L’unite, that
was another group that came. They set up a big guillotine in Forrest Place. There was
a lot of business going on while they were erecting this. The guillotine was erected and
then they went out and they brought a pig, a live pig, into the arena, and the pig was put
into the place where, they stuck its head through where the guillotine was going to chop.
And there were lots of people saying, “Don’t kill the pig! Don’t kill pig! No!”
Then there was Cacahouettes, who had weddings and things, mock weddings round
the street, and mock funerals carrying coffins through the street. I remember they put
their coffin on the pool outside the art gallery and it started to sink, this was when there
was water there, suddenly they were all in the pond because it was all done deliberately,
and trying to get this coffin out. Those were very different, and very sophisticated in their
-All that really finished with the first visit of the theatre Royal de Luxe, it wasn’t really called
Royal de Luxe at that time. And they did a kind of mayhem thing with newspapers and
photographs and things in Forrest Place, and they had 2CV cars, and that was all very
interesting. And, of course, they graduated to doing other things. I followed their careers,
every year they did a new piece, one big, new piece which they took around. They
did a thing called Gulliver, they made this huge, 10-15m in the air, big Gulliver, anyway
that’s another story. We’ve got video and things of that which you could have a look at
sometime.
The company’s next show, Peplum, was to be presented in the Roman amphitheatre in
Nimes. Unfortunately we had to leave before it happened and it wasn’t until later on the
tour that we caught up with them in Vienna. Carla Van Zon from the New Zealand festival
was with me, and we caught up with them there and of course we were just bowled over
by it, it was in my 1997 Festival. We presented it on the Esplanade in Perth, and we put
up grandstands for 2,500 people, and we did five shows.
AR: So ticketed, but free?
DB: It was free. No it was first come, first served. We would have loved to have charged,
Royal de Luxe has a contract clause that their shows are free to the public. So are all the
things that they’ve done, with the elephants in London last year, and giraffes and things
that they did in Nantes, which is where they live, where their headquarters are. That’s the
ultimate in street theatre I think, and there is no end to their imagination.
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AR: Brilliant, I’m a big fan of street theatre myself. The bigger, the better in some ways.
DB: So, we had street theatre all the way through. I had to have street theatre just to
make the excitement in the city. Sometimes, I couldn’t find really great shows. I had to
sometimes bring in a few people that were underwhelming, but nobody seemed to mind.
AR: Excellent. That’s covered one of the artforms that we hadn’t quite got round to yet.
DB: That kind of thing, that kind of activity, is another cultural landmark. It’s a way of
doing things and it is a special culture and it’s there. That can be one of your cultural
landmarks.
[17:45]
AR: Ok, talking about cultural landmarks, we talked about the decision to do the dance
program, which we’ve previously covered, the founding of the Festival, which we’ve
also talked about, and Fred Alexander. One of the things that you’ve mentioned is the
enablement of financial support from State and City and you’ve said that for the Festival
itself it didn’t come quickly, but when it came it was a cultural landmark.
DB: Well, it wasn’t in my time of course, this was back in 1952/3, it was coronation year
when the Festival was founded. It was started, conceived by the University of Western
Australia, and Fred Alexander in particular, and it was an attempt to meet the perceived
needs of people who had been from here to the Edinburgh Festival. Their questions
when they came back, why can’t we, in this most remote city in the world, why can’t we
have a festival which is along similar lines to the Edinburgh Festival, to enable to us to
see international attractions which we would otherwise never see.
AR: Why do you think, considering there was a level support for that, one of the things
that Fred Alexander said was that he started off doing things in war time for the troops
and he saw no reason why that couldn’t continue in civilian life, and there seemed to
be a groundswell, as far as I can tell, a groundswell of support for the idea of a cultural
festival for exactly that reason, people wanted to see things that they couldn’t usually
see. Why do you think that the City and the State were slow to pick up on that? And
you’ve also mentioned that you received more money from foreign funders than you did
from Western Australian State or Government funders during your time.
DB: Well, that’s not quite true. I did say that in the time I was running the Festival. I
received more money from the French government than I did from the City of Perth.
I think if we’re talking about cultural landmarks, I think the commencement of the Festival
was terrific, and then the subsequent seduction if you like, or persuasion by the University
and Fred Alexander that this would need funding by the City. Why not? It’s called the
Festival of Perth, so why shouldn’t the City of Perth help and provide some contributions
towards it? Later, of course, it became a state and national and international event. A
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logical growth of something which was a tiny seed which Fred Alexander put in the
ground, and people ran with it.
AR: In becoming a national event, the Festival of Perth was the first international arts
festival founded in Australia, did you believe the other arts festivals would be helpful, that
you’d be commissioning works with them? Is that one of the reasons that you would
say that the Festival became national, in that you were able to provide artists who were
coming to Perth and also going to Adelaide?
DB: This is another big area, of course. The Festival of Perth being the first festival, there
were no other colleague festivals around in Australia. In the early days there was no
touring, I’m not aware that there was any touring by events brought in by the Festival
at that stage. There was one organisation, however, which was very important in the
scheme of things, and that was the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust in Sydney,
which had, I think, government funding to enable things to happen, bring in maybe
theatre companies from Europe or London, and dance. There was a very nice guy
there called Jeffrey Kovel. When I first came to Australia he was one of the very first
people I talked to about how the Festival had worked with the Elizabethan Theatre
Trust before I’d arrived, with John Birman, and how we could again work together with
a new guy in the position. He was very charming and most of the international things
that John Birman brought in, for the most part they were mentored, or the tours were
run, by the Australian Elizabethan Theatre Trust, who placed them in cities in a touring
circumstance, which local entrepreneurs or people could buy shows in and they could
present them in their cities. It was a very good organisation, it’s not been in existence
for some time.
But there was the Perth Festival, next festival was Adelaide, then the next one was
Sydney. It was Perth, Adelaide, then it was Sydney, then it was Melbourne, then it’s
Brisbane, I suppose the Brisbane Festival, then the Hobart Festival and what have you.
[24:30]
AR: And did you consider them in your time, I know you worked a lot with the Adelaide
Festival, so you might want to talk about that, but did you consider them as competitors
or as co-producers? How did you view…?
DB: No, I never looked at them as competitors. I mean, there are always press out there
that say, this festival is better than that festival, this is a first division festival, that’s a
second division festival. But we had, throughout my time at the Festival, I had the most
cordial of relationships or associations with the Adelaide Festival. They ran immediately
after the Perth Festival, so that things could back on to one another. The touring circuit
would be Perth, Adelaide, Melbourne, we would be selling them off, there were no
festivals in Melbourne and so on. The products that we would be touring we would put
for consideration to the Victorian Arts Centre Trust, who were always very supportive.
They needed product to go into their venues, their old venues and into their new venues
when the big arts centre was finished in Melbourne. We did the same with Brisbane
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before they actually had their big Queensland Performing Arts Centre, QPAC. Festivals
have come on board, some of them are at quite different times, but Perth and Adelaide,
the dates were organised so that we could share product, as we shared product later
with the Sydney Festival. But the Sydney Festival was a bit out of sync, it was earlier in
the year, a bit too early, in January. And we also had a very good association with the
Sydney Opera House and we presented a lot of product in that complex. You also have
to remember that Adelaide was only a biennial festival, it was not every year. It remains
biennial to this day, why I don’t know, if I’d been there I’d have said, “We should get on
and have it every year.” Sydney came online, and they were every year. Melbourne was
the last to come online, nobody ever thought that Melbourne would have a Festival, but
they did eventually, and theirs runs every year.
(Brief discussion about taking a break, the decision is made to continue the interview)
AR: Well, just quickly then, you mentioned previously to me that you changed the timing
of the Festival, so was that to fit in with the timing of the Adelaide Festival?
DB: No, no, because the Adelaide Festival, - - well, no. I moved the Festival back, or I
should say forward, because I needed to have everybody who might be going to the
Festival I had to have, this is the public I’m talking about, I needed them all to be in the
city, not away on holiday. And so I pushed it back, pushed it forward, so that the Festival
would be in school term, the universities would be back. And that was actually very
important because the teaching force, for example, the most intelligent, supposedly the
most intelligent, the intelligentsia who would be going to festivals, we needed them also
back in town. It proved to be very successful because we had a fantastic success with
school bookings, big school bookings, for a lot of things, which we would never have
had if it had been in January. Which is what the Lord Mayor, the Lord Mayor that we have
now, Peter Natrass, was always wanting to do. “Why aren’t you doing it in January?”
Of course, what he did, when Sean Doran, my successor came, he actually persuaded
Sean Doran that he should move the Festival, which of course, Sean Doran did. Anyway,
it was moved back again the next year.
AR: And with it being a Festival, a lot of which happened on the University grounds,
having the student population back must have been very important.
DB: Exactly. That was the other lollipop.
[30:09]
AR: That is one of the changes from the initial idea of having it as part of the summer
school, as there aren’t as many students in the summer school as there are during term
time.
DB: No, absolutely not. The summer school has had other possibilities from a music
point of view, anyway that’s another story. We needed the campus to be alive and well,
and people interested. And when you think they had the most fantastic venues there;
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they have the Somerville Auditorium, and they have Winthrop Hall, and they have the
Sunken Garden, and they’ve got the Dolphin Theatre, and the Octagon Theatre, and a
lot of spaces out there to do things not just in those buildings. That was the logical thing
to do, the theatres are terrific. And I can’t believe now that we’ve got a scenario where
the theatres are not being used at all. They are used for some things, but if you take the
last Festival, there was virtually nothing in the Dolphin Theatre, there was lots of space
available in the Octagon Theatre, I don’t think there was anything in Winthrop Hall. There
was certainly not anything in the Sunken Garden, and there was absolutely nothing in
one of the jewels that we have on campus, which is the theatre inside the art block, the
Elizabethan New Fortune theatre. That seems to me to be absolutely extraordinary now.
We presented opera in the New Fortune, we did theatre in there. It was a wonderful
theatre, balconies all round. Opera we did in there, new opera, two new operas.
AR: Noisy peacocks!
DB: Well no, the peacocks, we did The Magic Flute in there with the State Opera of
South Australia, and at the last act, the moon was up there and the peacocks were all
around on the top roof, it was just absolutely magic. They behaved themselves did the
peacocks, well, for the most part.
But I’ve been in there now and I was shocked, it’s in a disgraceful mess, rubbish and
heaven knows what, and I just couldn’t understand why. I have a, there is one reason
why. The teaching staff who were working there, hated having the Festival, why I don’t
know, but they hated it. Not that we were doing matinees or anything there, but for the
some reason, they said, “Well, we’re working at night here.” Well, they shouldn’t be
working, they should be taking their work home and doing it somewhere else. There was
aggro from the staff in there.
AR: And frequently, did these sort of things come top down? If people are getting told
that you have to accommodate the Festival from the management…
DB: What on the University Campus? No, no, because the Festival used to pay, we
never got anything free. We paid a rent for all the theatres. It was a rent slightly less than
the public going rate that they would charge for people not connected to the University,
so we did get some little concession, but we paid. We paid for the hire of the Sunken
Garden, we paid for everything. I mean, I was a bit sore about all that. Ok, the University
paid the salaries of the small staff that we had. But I don’t ever remember them putting
money into any theatre shows there or anything like that, or sponsoring an event.
AR: And yet the Festival gave, and gives, the University a great deal of kudos.
DB: It does, and in fact, later on in my time, I suggested to certain people at the University,
that when, all universities are competing for which is the best one, who was going to
be this and who was that, who were going to be the elite universities in Australia. I said
to a couple of people there, “Why aren’t you putting in your manifesto that you have
Australia’s oldest cultural festival, which you have supported?” Well, they won brownie
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points for that in the end, that probably pushed them over the line, into where the ether
is.
[36:00]
AR: Moving on from that, we’ve covered an awful lot of ground in the time that we’ve spent
talking. We’ve covered a lot of American, and Canadian, and European organisations
and productions. I just wondered if you could talk a little bit about bringing in works from
Asia, and your decision to do so, whether there was any political or economic pressure
brought to bear, or once again was it purely a programming decision.
DB: No, I think it was entirely an artistic decision. In looking ahead, in trying to plan what’s
going to happen in the future, I wanted, for example, to have the opportunity to bring
theatre from North America, because we never seemed to get any theatre companies
coming from the United States or Canada, or even from South America, and that was
definitely on my agenda to try and do something about that.
One of the first things from America, I hadn’t been here very long, but it was also with
the Elizabethan Theatre Trust, the bringing of John Houseman’s Acting Company of
New York. They helped us to do that, and we took it out on tour and that was very
interesting. Then of course, on our own, I went out to find other things. Steppenwolf
Theatre company, which I’d read was one of the outstanding companies of the United
States in their time, so I went to Chicago and talked to them. And then there was
the Actors’ Theatre of Louisville, three great companies that we brought here. Then of
course we brought Macunaíma, from South America, from Sao Paulo, which came here
and which we were able to persuade Adelaide to take as well.
So, the theatre thing, I wanted really to get as much theatre as I could from anywhere
where it was interesting. And the European theatre scene, of course, I desperately
wanted to get the company from, Theatre du Soleil, I wanted them desperately, but it
didn’t work out. Fortunately, it did go to the Melbourne Festival a couple of years ago. I
particularly went to Paris to see them, they were doing a whole set ‘Les Shakespeares’,
I think three or four productions in a package, and it was just extraordinary. They had a
late invitation to go to the Olympic Games in Los Angeles, there was an Olympics arts
festival. We were online to be able to invite this company but, as it happened, there was
a real fall out within the company during the Los Angeles festival. Several of the critical
actors, people who were playing the top parts, decided that they weren’t going to do it
any more. And from that point of view, it absolutely collapsed in a heap from our point of
view because Mnouchkine (Arianne Mnouchkine, who was the director of the company)
had to abandon the third or fourth Shakespeare play in the package, she said, “I can’t
do it.” The whole thing fell away, they didn’t complete all the shows, the number of plays
that they were hoping to do, she just said, “I’m moving on to do other things.” It was a
pity.
But there were other things. We had Peter Brook’s company here when he was living
in Paris, to do the fantastic Mahabharata which we did up in the hills here, in the
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Boya Quarry. And I also persuaded Peter to let us have his version of Carmen, for the
Festival following the Bicentennial year. The Mahabharata came in 1988, the Australian
Bicentennial year. I wanted to have Carmen in my next year’s festival which I had already
planned as magnificent a manifestation as I could possibly make, to the glory of France,
because it was 1989. So Peter said, “Yes, ok, we’ll let you have Carmen.” So they
remounted Carmen for us in that year, and of course, we did all kind of other things in
that year. But that was wonderful to have that terrific production.
We brought other theatre companies, we went to Italy, we brought two theatre companies
from Italy, Piccolo Teatro di Milano, with Ferrucio Soleri. Another theatre group, Teatro
Stabile del Aquilla, they played a piece called The Resurrection, which we did inside
Winthrop Hall, I shall come back to that in a minute. And then of course we also
brought Daniel Harries theatre from Lithuania, the Abbey Theatre from Dublin, The Royal
Shakespeare Theatre Company we had two or three times. The Royal Shakespeare
Company had already been in John Birman’s time here, and we invited the English
Shakespeare Company twice as well. And of course, the great Georgian company from
Tblisi, doing Richard III. So we had a lot of other theatre companies.
AR: And dance, you brought dance from India, and Japanese theatre?
DB: Yes, we had dance from India, we’ve had several dance companies from India,
Mallika Sarabhai. We’ve had very good jazz groups from India, Karnataka college of
percussion, a whole host of dancers and musicians. And of course more latterly, in my
last two years, we’ve had Ratan Thiyam’s company from Imphal, and Neelam Mansingh
Chowdhury’s Company from Chandigarh.
[45:35 – End of Part 1]
DB: I think one of the main problems in Perth, for most of my time here, is that we’ve had
no major lyric theatre in the State. Whilst we have a beautiful theatre, His Majesty’s Theatre
is just a gem, beautiful, beautiful theatre, it has only a small capacity, it’s not suitable for
opera or ballet or dance, and that means obviously it’s not suitable for receiving huge
musical shows, like Cats and all those things. They did Cats at His Majesty’s Theatre but
it was so cramped that it wasn’t very successful. We desperately need a theatre like that.
And the people of Perth are deprived, because of the lack of a major lyric theatre, they
are deprived of seeing some extraordinary shows. I think that’s a great pity and nothing
has happened about it. In a way we’re very lucky to have His Majesty’s Theatre because
there were some rumours about the time I arrived in Perth that the theatre may have to
be pulled down for developments. Thank heaven that that didn’t happen, at least we’ve
got that.
The only really major theatre that has been built as part of the Burswood complex, was
actually built as a theatre–restaurant, huge place, but that’s not been very satisfactory.
The last years of my Festival, when it was available, we did present dance there, because
we needed a very large proscenium opening for dance. The Burswood Theatre actually
does have a very wide proscenium and it was good for things. It was not so hot for the
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dancers, because of the floor. It’s very hard, it’s not a sprung floor there suitable for
dance, but the dancers from France and Germany, the companies that we brought over
here they managed to survive the experience.
We do have a new theatre coming up in Northbridge, they’re about to start building on
that, they’ve cleared the site and we look forward to see the reaction. Although it’s a very
controversial place to put a theatre and I must say that it has such a small capacity, that’s
very disappointing. If we had a lyric theatre here, which is the major thing we need, then
that theatre would be fine, but it doesn’t enable any big theatre companies, any bigger
things to go in that theatre when it’s built. We don’t know how it’s going to turn out, of
course we hope that it’s going to be wonderful, but the proof of the pudding will be in
the eating.
It is quite extraordinary really, since I left the Festival, that the Festival has not used,
hardly at all have they used the theatre facilities which exist at the University of Western
Australia. The wonderful Octagon Theatre, the New Fortune Theatre, and the Dolphin
Theatre, the Sunken Garden, wonderful venues. And the directors who followed after
me don’t seem to have wanted to use any of them, apart from the odd couple of shows
here and a couple of shows there. It’s a pity because the campus is such a wonderful
place to run a festival and it’s a great pity that there seem to be very few shows now on
campus during the Festival. I think that’s a very great pity.
One thing, I think it’s very important to say. When I came to Perth, I had an idea which
I did put into place. I would control what was happening in Perth during the Festival
time, and the best way I could do that would be to use all the available theatres for the
Festival. And I had agreements with the Concert Hall and His Majesty’s Theatre and
those places, that I would have first choice on the use of the theatre during the Festival.
And for the most part I actually filled, used all the time, the Playhouse, the Concert Hall,
His Majesty’s Theatre, and all the University Theatres as well, and latterly some of the
venues at WAAPA, Western Australian Academy of the Performing Arts.
I was controlling, or the Festival was controlling, for three weeks, what was going to
happen in the town, culturally. That meant, I think, that the profile of the Festival was
raised politically. It wasn’t considered as something which is cosy on the campus,
and equally it’s not something that’s just played down in Perth. I think that was a very
important thing to do.
The people controlling the theatres would ring me up and say, “Would you be doing
anything in our hall on this date?”, I would say, “Yes, I would.” I would tell them when
there were free dates, when I wasn’t going to be necessarily using the hall. But there
were a lot of conflicts we had at the Festival: orchestras, chamber orchestras, jazz, even
some dance and things like that. I wanted it to be, the Concert Hall is a great building,
it’s being I think, it’s being misused by the Festival now with this great Verandah Club on
it, over-catering for the music. And sure, it’s making them a lot of money, but it’s being

ANNE M RENNIE

[

APPENDIX A

– page 41

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

done for … The penalty is that we don’t get any serious music, by which I mean new
classical music or classical music, and it’s a pity.
[08:30]
AR: In outlining your use of the venues, you’ve outlined the mammoth task of putting on
the Festival each year. At what time did you decide you wanted to stop undertaking that
mammoth task?
DB: I came for two years, at the end of, well, I had to make a decision after my first
Festival. If I’d made a real mess of it they’d have said, “No, get on your bike, David”, but
they didn’t, they let me do a second Festival. Then I said, “I have to decide now whether
I’m going back home, going back to England, or if I’m going to stay here.” And they said,
“Oh, we’d like you to carry on.” So I carried on, and I’ve been carrying on for what lasted
twenty-three years, twenty-three festivals.
AR: And did you feel that there were phases in those twenty-three years? Were there
certain things you could pinpoint as being … people say things go in seven-year cycles?
DB: No, I was always engaged and I did a lot of travelling, and I found great and wonderful
things. I always managed to find some things that were extraordinary. I was always very
cognisant of the fact that the people attending the Festival, the audiences seemed to
be very pleased to be able to go to theatre and see things that wouldn’t otherwise have
seen, which was exactly the raison d’être of the Festival in the first place.
I’ve had, there was a lot of flak, there was a lot of underground murmuring from the local
theatre worthies, why wasn’t I doing this and why weren’t the local companies getting
a better opportunity to play in the Festival. My answer to that was that the public has
great opportunities to see the local theatre companies throughout the year, and it would
be nice for a 3-week period, when the theatre-going public would like to see something
international, something strange, something weird, something wonderful, that they
would not otherwise have seen, that being the raison d’être in 1953 and I tried, I did my
best to follow those edicts. It gave people a lot of interesting things to see, I think. They’d
talk about orchestras and things like that, and say, “Well, our orchestra is much better
than the B-grade orchestra you’re bringing in.” Well, I’m not so sure that the Chicago
Symphony Orchestra, or the London Philharmonic, or the Royal Philharmonic or the
Royal Danish Orchestra would hardly be described by music-loving people as B-grade.
AR: It sounds like an unrelenting schedule for twenty-three years.
DB: Yes, it was. I’d finish one festival, and then you’ve got to balance the books and all
that, and you’ve got to get the money from it, and then you’ve got to get on your bike
and find the things that you want to find. For the most part they are out there, just you’ve
got to find and turn the stones under which they are hiding.
[12:10]
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AR: And at what point did you decide you were going to stop doing that?
DB: Well, I think that, I could see that there was a change of century coming up, and it
seemed to me that it would be a very good time for me to maybe retire. Having done
twenty-three, the notion of having twenty-five, doing twenty-five was a bit, “Ooh, I could
maybe do twenty-five.” The best thing I could do for my successor, whoever it may be,
would be for him or her to start their direction of the Festival in the year 2000. It seemed
a very logical thing to do, and the University had no problem with that. So I did two more
Festivals, that was ’98, ’99, and then I withdrew.
AR: And did you have a handover period? Because you didn’t get a handover period
yourself from John Birman.
DB: No, no. Yes, Sean Doran came for, I think he was in Perth for the last six months. I’d
said to the University it would be good if he could see how we worked. I’m not sure that
that was a great success really, because he changed everything. I mean, it’s quite within
his portfolio to do that, I suppose, but we had a very good system, and we had twelve
permanent staff running it. And the first thing Sean Doran said to me, when he’d been
here about a couple of months, he said, “I’m going to, I’d just like to talk to you, David,
about the administration of things.” I said, “Yes, ok, I’m busy Sean, because it’s my last
Festival, but you can come down and talk to me.” So he came down to talk to me and
said, “David, you’re not going to like this,” (imitates Irish accent) “You’re not going to like
this, David.” I said, “Well, it’s going to be your Festival, what do you mean I’m not going
to like this, it’s your bag.” He said, “I’ve decided I’m going to, I need an administrative
staff of twenty-seven people.” And I said “Twenty-seven people! What on earth are you
going to do with twenty-seven people and who’s going to pay for it?” I had twelve, and
he was going to have twenty-seven. Of course, the Festival lost a lot of money in that
year, in his first year. Anyway, that’s not for me, I mean, Sean had lots of other gifts. But
to suddenly kind of double the staff, well, absolutely double the staff, I had twelve.
[15:40]
AR: And your staff, was there a changeover of staff during your time there or did you
have quite a steady administrative staff?
DB: No, I had quite a steady thing - - When I came, when John Birman finished the
whole of the Perth Festival establishment was finished because the Festival had been
run by John out of the Extension Service and the one thing that did happen was that I
needed somebody as quickly as possible. The first person I got on board, and I talked
to John about it, I said, “I’ve got to have somebody here, you, know at the moment
my wife is sweeping the floors and cleaning out the place.” Anyway, to cut a long story
short, Sherry Hopkins came over to the Festival straight away, she’d been working, and
she was, well, we were all quite young in those days. She came over to be there, to be
someone on the staff.
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And then Phyllis Gregory, she wanted to have a break after John Birman, thinking of
moving on to doing other things and she decided she was going to do something else.
Anyway, after eighteen months, after she’d had her holidays and things, I suggested to
her that she might like to come back to the Festival. And she came back to the Festival
and she stayed with me for twenty-three years, she was permanent. Sherry Hopkins
had been there all the time.
Henry Boston, I had a General Manager, or a General Assistant, Will Quekett, who was
there for a couple of years, and in his last year or so, Henry Boston had been seconded
as somebody to help with setting out the productions, the nuts and bolts of putting
things on, and what have you. He’d done, Henry had done a drama degree at Bristol
University. And so Henry was there for a very long time, he was there until I left, after
which he left. So I had Phyllis and Sherry and Henry, well, Will Queckett first, then Henry.
And then I had other secretarial people, I had a secretary, or a sort of PA I suppose.
AR: Marketing or Press Relations?
DB: Yes, we had a sponsorship person who was also with me for a long time, Sonia
Gurbiel. The best thing I can do is look up - - (DB commences to look through Perth
Festival annual reports)
’79: There was a Director – David Blenkinsop, Administrator - Will Quekett. Pauline
Steele was our Press and Publicity Officer and she died, very young, when she was
into her second year. I think she got cancer, I think it was incurable, she didn’t even
make it to the 1980 Festival, but she was the Press and Publicity to begin with. And the
secretariat was Gwendoline Allen, Sherry Hopkins, and Sherry did the films as well, and
there was a Finance Officer. That was it: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, seven people.
AR: And that grew to twelve over your twenty-three years? It fluctuated between six and
twelve for twenty-three years?
DB: It looks like it. It’s pretty good, eh? Very modest. It’s a bit bigger here: David
Blenkinsop, Henry Boston, Phyllis Gregory, Sherry Hopkins, still there, Sonia Gurbiel,
still there, we had a new Marketing Manager and a Publicity Officer, and Elaine Webster
was the Office Manager and Computer Resources. When computers came in, you
know we - AR: When was that? What year are you reading from?
DB: This is my last year. We used to have, we had an international scholar here. I set up
a little scheme where we’d have an international scholar with us, one from France, one
from Italy and one from Germany.
AR: And what did they do in the organisation?
DB: Well, we paid for them to come and stay during the Festival, for three or four
months, to observe how the Festival was presented, and how it was managed. And
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they had little duties and tasks to do so that they would feel part of the team. So this
would have been the last one I suppose, Laura Totti from Italy.
AR: And did you find them to be helpful team members?
DB: They were excellent. I kind of chose them, the three of them. They were very good.
AR: That’s maybe an appropriate place to stop for the day, we’ve covered an awful lot
again. Thank you very, very much for your time.
[26:58 – End]
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Interview with Henry Boston, Festival Administrator – 14 August
2007

Notes
Henry Boston was interviewed once, at the offices of the Australian Business Arts
Foundation (ABaF) where he is AbaF WA manager. An hour of interview time was
scheduled, but Henry was happy to keep talking about his Festival experiences.

Interview Guide Questions
When and where were you born?
What were the names and occupations of your parents?
Where were you educated?
When did you move to Australia?
How did you come to be working at the Festival of Perth? Was there a formal
application process? Talk about your first job role, and how you became Festival
Administrator.
How would you describe the organisational culture of the Festival when you
started working there, and did you initiate any changes to this during your time as
Administrator?
Describe your working relationship with the Festival Director, David Blenkinsop.
What do you think were the cultural landmarks of the Festival of Perth during your
time working there, and what made them cultural landmarks?
Did you feel that there were phases or cycles to the Festival?
What prompted your decision to leave the role of Festival Administrator?

AR: My name is Anne Rennie, and this is an interview with Henry Boston, conducted on
the 14 August, 2007, at 4.40pm.
Henry, I must first start by asking you if are happy to take part in the interview, that you
understand that it is being recorded, that you know that it is being transcribed and you
will receive a copy of the transcription, and also that I will be using excerpts or potentially
all of the interview transcript in a research thesis, which may be published in hard copy
or in electronic or audio format on the internet.
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I’d also like you to confirm that you’d be happy to have this interview stored as an audio
file and a transcript at either the library of Edith Cowan University or the State Library of
Western Australia, the University of Western Australia, or a similar institution, where it will
be able to be accessed by researchers and members of the public in the future.
And as the interviewer, I’d also like it to be noted that Henry has already signed the
informed consent form, fulfilling the requirements of Edith Cowan University’s approved
ethics procedures.
Henry, are you happy with all those details?
HB: I am.
AR: Thank you very much. Following on from that very formal start, I’d just like you to
answer a few biographical questions about yourself like: where and when were you
born? What did your parents do? Where were you educated?
HB: Well, it’s not as simple as everyone thinks. I was born in Liverpool, in England, on
the 24th March, 1954. And my parents, as I thought at the time, I know who my mother
is Jilliane St Clare, Frogley – that’s her maiden name. And only a couple of years ago I
discovered who my real father was, and his name was George Holt. My mother at the
time was a housewife, but then went on to run wine bars and she’s also a cordon bleu
cook.
So I was educated in the good old tradition of private school and boarding school. I went
to boarding school when I was six, and ended up at secondary school at Stonyhurst
College, which is a Jesuit run private school in Lancashire, near Blackburn. I left
Stonyhurst in 1972 and started at Bristol University in 1973, where I studied drama, an
honours degree, and left there in ’76.
When I left university, well I suppose some background - - At school I was in all the
school plays, in the end choosing the parts I wanted to play, the plays that I wanted to
do. In fact the person who directed me and taught me drama at school is an Australian,
so that obviously peaked some interest in me. He’s actually still teaching at the Riverview
Jesuit School in Sydney and was one of the co-writers of Dusty, The Musical, and
Johnny O’Keefe’s Shout. That’s where I first got the drama bug. Then I went to university
and studied drama there and ended up performing at the Edinburgh Fringe. In fact I
started at the Edinburgh Fringe when I was at secondary school, so Edinburgh’s been a
favourite haunt, I’ve both appeared there and used to go there quite regularly in my role
as General Manager of the Festival.
Having finished university I was at a bit of a loose end as to what I was going to do, I
didn’t feel confident that I was really good enough to be an actor and so I ended up
working with my parents, as a bar manager in a wine bar and then, what turns out to be
my father offered me a passage on one of the ships, because he used to run a shipping
company and I worked my passage to Australia, for what was ostensibly six months,
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but I never went back in that sense. When I arrived in Australia, I arrived in Sydney, and
within a month was working in theatre, then touring with shows, and eventually arrived in
Perth. I arrived in Australia in March ’77, then arrived in Perth about November that year.
My background is technical, really, I suppose. Having decided that I couldn’t be an actor
I ended up in stage management, and lighting design, and production management. I’ve
worked for the Hole in the Wall, WA Ballet, what was then the National Theatre, which
was based at The Playhouse, I worked as a technician at the University theatres and so
had a pretty good grounding in terms of the number of venues I’d worked in.
When I was working at the University I used to work on Festival shows. In fact, I keep
reminding John Bell, that the first time I met him was when Bell Shakespeare did Romeo
and Juliet at the Festival, with a very young Mel Gibson as Romeo. (NB: This was in
fact a production of Romeo and Juliet by Nimrod Theatre Company; Bell Shakespeare
Company did not begin operations until 1991.) We’d rigged all the lighting, ‘cause they’d
sent the technical person on before them, and in between the technical person leaving
John in Sydney, John had completely re-blocked the movement of the cast on the stage.
So we’d lit this show, and had to spend all this time changing all the specials, and there
were some quite complicated movements around the stage, so we were always behind.
We had extra lights, I had to do double-plugging and all those sort of things. In fact, it
was a pretty hair-raising experience, I have to say. It was firmly imprinted on my mind and
I hold him personally responsible for some of these grey hairs.
[08:28]
And then I went away to England in ’81 to see family, I hadn’t seen them for four years.
In London I went to see a show called Macunaíma, which is a Brazilian play. I thought it
was the most fantastic show. When I came back, I actually went to David, who I didn’t
know that well, but I knew Will Quekett, who had worked there and was essentially my
predecessor and said, “You’ve got to do this, it’s a fantastic show, I’ve seen this show
and the hairs on the back of my head stood up, it’s all in Portuguese.” And he said, “I’ve
seen it, I think it’s wonderful, we intend to try and get it over here.”
AR: Was that David or Will?
HB: David. It’s actually interesting, David’s style in that sense was pretty well open door,
as long as you could get to the door, but it was pretty open. People would say, “It’s a
fantastic show, I really think it’s something Perth should see.” By and large he’d go, “OK,
well let’s hear about it”, as long as he hadn’t already formed an opinion about your taste.
I first started at the Festival as a stage manager in 1983. They were looking for someone
to look after Steve Hansen, who was a puppet man, he had a booth-like structure on
his head, and did all the puppet work like that (HB raises hands above his head). And
we toured, we went to the most remarkable places. We went to Telfer, which is a closed
goldmining town up north. We went to some places like Badjingarra. I drove him all
round. He would just look out the window, “God, this reminds me of Kansas!” or “God,
that looks like Montana!” The size, many people find it difficult to understand the size of
Western Australia. So I worked with him, that was my first year and then they asked me
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to come and work on contract back again in ’84 to do more of the stage management
work.
At that stage the Festival staff was pretty limited. You know, if you look at the annual
reports, I don’t think there were more than five people on staff full-time. I worked as a
sort of technical person, doing some of the sourcing of props, looking after the set-up of
some of the groups, the Festival Club and work like that. You have, for instance, in the
University theatres, a structure in there in terms of support, technicians, and the theatres
employ their own technicians to do all the Festival shows. When you were doing other
venues where they didn’t have them, you needed somebody to organise the technical
support. It was actually ’83 or ’84 that Macunaíma came, and that’s one of the things
I had to do, was get all the props for them, terribly difficult, this group of very young,
beautiful women, fantastic!
I have actually never seen theatre mechanists so enrapt with performance as I have for
that. Hardened mechs would sit in the wings and watch it, mainly because they took
all their clothes off. These girls had such fantastic joie-de-vivre, that even the old, there
was a mechanist in His Majesty’s called Chubby, I can’t remember his real name, but
he was known as Chubby, cantankerous old bastard at times. At the end of the season
they leapt off the stage, into the wings, and all kissed him. He turned bright red. He just
couldn’t cope with that and we all had a good laugh.
That was a really interesting show in terms of, following on a legacy, I suppose, with
what Fred did with foreign language cinema through the Somerville. Those were the sort
of early days of bringing in foreign language theatre. In Macunaíma’s case, it was the
theatre of the poor, because it was done with very little props and scenery. Extraordinary
tale of colonialism and what it had done to the native people in that area in Brazil.
And I would say that some of the key pillars that are throughout the Festival rely very
much on those pieces of extraordinary theatre, made in environments that are very
different to what we do. You could then look through the theatre program and talk about
Rustavelli Theatre’s Richard III, extraordinary theatre from Georgia, and in many cases
this was a hallmark of David’s time. The very significant theatre pieces, whether it be that,
whether it be Peter Brook’s Mahabharata, Lepage’s Seven Streams of the River Ota.
Extraordinary pieces of theatre that informed, and around which you’d have these key
planks to build around the structure of a Festival.
[15:53]
Anyway, that was ’83, ’84, then the Festival put me on a contract for three years because
of the fact that it needed somebody to do the work, but also what we had coming up.
In ’87, it was our big dance year, so we had to break in a new venue at Reabold Hill
Amphitheatre. We needed to do all the planning for that. In 1986 we had Footsbarn,
and that was a saga and a half. We were now bringing in fairly complicated shows and
sometimes, later on, much more site-specific that required pre-visits. I suppose that I
started full-time in ’85, but I’d worked two years before that.
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And so for those three years I’d worked as the technical co-ordinator. By and large the
division that had taken place, David did quite a lot of the programming and financial
administration side of it, and Will was doing some of the programming and some of the
contractual. As it got more and more complicated and we became a larger and larger
beast, then I began taking on some of the deputy administrator responsibilities. In terms
of doing the budgets for the technical side, relationships with the venues, which originally
Will had done, the scheduling for the Festival.
So by the time I was appointed as his successor, which (HB laughs) - - There was a sort
of formal application process. Put it this way, David asked the university what was the
minimum amount of work that needed to be done for the position to be filled. And they
said, “Well, you will have to advertise it internally”. So we created a duty statement with
some input from me, and a selection criteria. And I think a very nice man, from human
biology or somewhere, put his hand up, but clearly was not going to fill all the criteria
of ‘must have extensive festival experience’. So I got the job as administrator. That was
after ’88, Will resigned after the ’88 Festival.
And ’88 had been a really interesting time for us because of course there was a lot
of money put in by the Federal Government for the Bicentennial of Australia. And so
you’ll see that in the 1988 program there was the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, the
Mahabharata, which is really what I spent all my time doing, because we had created
this venue in the hills, which had nothing. It was just an empty quarry, a disused quarry.
We had to get water there, we had to get power on site, I had to get the SEC which at
the time was the State Government power utility, they had to bring power in from the
sub-station, and basically create a theatre. Not only seating, but also the backstage, and
then of course catering for the audience, for all night. Then you had the parking, and how
you were going to ferry people, bus systems to get people from the parking to the venue,
it was like organising a little village really.
There is some information about that in a book written by David Williams, I don’t know if
you are aware of that? On the Mahabharata. He’s an academic who was based here at
the time, a great fan. He did write a bit about the Mahabharata all round the world, but
a little bit about Perth.
There was actually a problem with the electrical side, and one day a spark flew into the
bush one afternoon and started the beginnings of a bush fire. This was when all the
actors leapt out, and it’s the only time I’ve heard about a bushfire being put out by people
with cloths and coats and various things. But they loved the venue, it was one of the few
venues which had been untouched for over sixty years. It was where they quarried the
stone for the GPO in Forest Place. That was quite a while ago and it hadn’t been mined
since then. So it had gum trees growing out of the rock face.
I had to divert the planes so that they wouldn’t fly over it during the show. And they
wanted me to divert all the traffic, which given that Great Eastern Highway was sitting
not too long away, I did actually say, “There is no way I can do this.” “No, no, you’ve got
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to do it.” “If there is a petrol strike, the traffic noise will stop, but apart from that there is
no way this main artery is going to be closed for a show.”
But, yes, we did arrange with the airport to divert the planes. Unfortunately on opening
night, one lone, single-engine plane, flying not to Perth airport, but to Jandakot, went
across. I just remember David turning round and looking at me. “Hey, give us a break!”
Just that noise (HB imitates sound of a single engine plane). But that was the only night.
I got on to Jandakot air traffic control the next day and said, “Can you make sure…”
[23:55]
By the time I became administrator I was pretty much ready. It was interesting, we’d
just done the Bicentennial in 1988 and we thought, bloody hell, what are we going to
come up with next, because so much money had been poured into it. We decided that
we would celebrate the French, it would have been 200th anniversary of the French
Revolution, so we got into the French in a big way. That year there was a lot of French
work.
Oh, I remember what ’87 was. ‘87 of course was bloody disastrous. That was the year
of the America’s cup, and we were forced, or heavily persuaded by government, that we
should be moving the Festival forward from its traditional period, which was generally
a week into February, say tenth February to the first part of March. And we moved it
forward to something in January through to February, on the basis that we had jazz at
Papa’s Café on South Terrace in Fremantle, because we thought, “What would all the
punters want to come to see after a day on the briny watching the race?”, they’d come
back and chill out. In fact, it didn’t work that way, because if you’ve been out all day,
you’re pretty knackered. They might have a bite to eat, but they’d go to bed pretty early.
In fact, financially for us, it was not good.
But we presented contemporary dance in a big way that year. I was pretty tied up with
doing that. In that particular spot, in the new quarry venue, we decided that we would
have one day turnaround, and I said this is going to be really fast. In fact what we were
doing was we were finishing the last show on Saturday night, re-rigging and focusing for
the new show through the night, until whenever the light came up and we couldn’t do it
any more. And then on Sunday night we were teching the new show so that we could
open on Monday. Mad! But that was the only way we thought we could do it. You could
go to seven dance shows for seventy dollars, I think David must have told you this.
AR: “Seven shows for seventy dollars”, which is a nice kind of marketing phrase.
HB: Ten bucks each, we did really well with the subscription, and that was part of the
whole question regarding, “How are we going to kickstart an audience for contemporary
dance?” This was the year we had Trisha Brown, Desrosiers, Grande Ballet Jazz de
Montreal, Limbs Dance, Dancers of the Dreaming, Phoenix Dance from Leeds, a black
dance company from Leeds.
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Not only did we do shows in theatres, for instance, Phoenix Dance was in a nightclub for
one week. The groupies were extraordinary. They were hugely athletic, fantastic looking
guys who did a mixture of dance, basically jazz, jive, not hip hop, but a lot of that
athleticism, and the crowd went wild. At that stage the WA Arts Council used to take
some of the shows and we toured them around the region. So taking Phoenix Dance
Company to somewhere like Moora, they hadn’t seen anything like it.
That was at the time that there was a pretty interesting touring program, which worked,
because of the way we were structuring our programs. We programmed for Peter to
pay Paul, by having something which will earn some money at the box office, and be
reasonably accessible in order to afford to do some other shows which were not that
accessible. It meant that we would have things that we would take out into the country
which would have an appeal. As opposed to a Polish theatre company, as they did a
few years ago, they took a Polish theatre company doing the Song of the Goat in Polish.
And you go “Why would you do that?” Is it just because you need to take something out
there and you’ve got a week free? No-one came to it, what a surprise. It’s not like you’ve
cultivated this audience, like Richard DeMarco for instance, in Edinburgh, he spent years
cultivating this view that, if you wanted to see ground-breaking mid-European theatre,
he’s the place to go to. And people would turn up and go to it. Some of it was good,
some of it was not so good. But the Festival has not done any of that work out there.
[31:09]
’89 was the French. It’s interesting on a broader basis, the division of labour that fell in
between David and I. Essentially anything David didn’t want to do, I had to do.
AR: What did David not want to do?
HB: Well, it’s not that he didn’t want to do it, but his priorities, he would have very set
priorities. I would have nothing to do with the classical music program, that was clear,
and I didn’t seek to. That was his background, his expertise, and it was clearly owned
by him.
Local theatre, on the other hand, he just thought the standard generally was the pits,
so I ended up doing most of the work. There were some exceptions, but by and large
he just thought the standard was crap, and why would he have to have them. I think
that there is an interesting discussion, what is the responsibility of the Festival in terms
of it as a leading cultural institution? David would say, “My responsibility is to produce
a three-week festival of fantastic shows that artmakers, as well as the general public,
can come to and aspire to something of that standard.” I increasingly came to the view
that we had actually had a broader responsibility about the cultural development, and
the investment we needed to be making into works of substance. And David would say,
“Oh well, the Department of Culture and the Arts or ArtsWA,” or whatever it was at the
time, “it should be giving them money to do that, and people should be doing something
special for Festival time.”
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We actually moved more into doing some commissioning, if we did give people money,
there was an element of, “We’ve come to do this, but we’d like to bring this designer
over” etc. And we’d say “OK, well, we’ll have a look at that.” We did put money into
Bran Nue Dae, which I had a long argument with David about. He was not a great fan of
Aboriginal theatre. I think he found that sort of anecdotal style of playing didn’t fit into his
view of great theatre-making, both the quality of the writing, but also that sort of almost
amateurish playing. We were very outcome driven in the sense of, what was the quality,
and that quality was defined in a way, almost Anglo-centric in that sense, because that
was the upbringing, both of us.
But I’d begun to become more interested in the process, and not process for process’s
sake, but understanding the long term development of what we were doing, which in
the end drove the Major Festivals’ Initiative that we developed with ourselves and the
Adelaide Festival. We lobbied, at that time the federal party which was in opposition,
to put it on its policy platform for the arts, that they would invest a certain amount of
money, about $150,000 a year for three years, into the creation of substantial work that
could sit alongside the works that had been touring the world for a couple of years, and
also would be something that could be exported, and would have a life which was not
just one festival, at least two festivals had to support it. So this was the Major Festivals’
Initiative, which included Perth, Adelaide, Sydney, Melbourne was in there originally I
think, and Brisbane. Yes, that’s right.
[36:40]
Interestingly enough one of the first projects that we did support was Cloudstreet, which
set a standard, and you go “Oh my God!” I’d actually read Cloudstreet by Tim Winton,
back in the early days when it came out and I always thought that would make a fantastic
theatre piece, large of a scale, because having not lived here at the time - - Have you
read Cloudstreet? You should read it because, although not living here at that time, in
the ‘50s, ‘60s, early 70s, I instantly recognized it because one of the reasons I actually
left England was that I was frightened I’d end up drifting back to a small town city like
Bristol. I had a great time there when I was at university, but there were so many pathetic
people hanging around, trying to relive their university days. I loved Bristol because it
was like a big country town in a way, it wasn’t a city in that sense, and I thought, “God,
I’ve got to get away from that!”. And I end up here, which is essentially a big country
town trying to be a city. In that sense I recognized so much of what I saw, having been
born in the country and lived in the country, but spending a lot of time going backwards
and forwards to the city.
It was about a loss of innocence, because it took place around the time of the murders
by Cooke, Eric Edgar Cooke who went round and killed a whole lot of people randomly.
That whole business about you used to be able to leave your door open, there was a
change, a loss of innocence, the whole charting of that. I thought, “This is fantastic!”,
because it’s clearly universal in that sense. I went to talk to Alan Becher, he and David
Britton had dramatized the Elizabeth Jolley novel The Newspaper of Claremont Street,
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which we had commissioned. And said to Alan, “I’d really like to do this.” But the rights
were held by somebody who was interested in making a film, we couldn’t’ get it.
[40:00]
Then a few years later, Andrew Ross from Black Swan actually got the rights for it and
asked if the Festival was interested. I said, “Fantastic, I’ve always wanted to do it, but I
thought the rights were locked up.” Anyway, he said, “No, we’ve got them”, “OK, we’ll
be in it.” Then he talked to Neil Armfield at Belvoir, who said that he was interested. The
Sydney Festival got involved, so we said, “OK, we’ll do it as a joint commission.” I said
we were going to use money from the Major Festivals Initiative. Originally my counterpart
was going to say, “We’ll put in ten grand each, and the rest can come from the initiative.”
“No, no, no, we can’t do that.” So we ended up putting in sixty grand each, which is a
hundred and twenty, and we got about three hundred and thirty, I think. So it was about
four hundred and fifty thousand to make the work and it’s been a fantastic piece. The
script was by Justin Monjo and the late Nick Enright. A great adaptation, Tim writes
dramatically, and it’s easily adapted. But it ended up being fantastic; it went to England,
it’s been to New York, I think it’s been to Ireland. It is one of those pieces that is an iconic
piece of Australian theatre.
And of course when we did it here, actually down at the Endeavour boatshed in
Fremantle, and at the end the character goes and jumps into the water and drowns
himself. Literally, he walked out of the boatshed and you could hear him as he fell into
the water, it was just extraordinary, and he got a standing ovation. Somebody asked
me recently, “What was the most satisfying thing?” And I said that, having seen it from
the beginning through to the end. That you’d help share something with a whole lot of
people, and I think that was really important. I’d like to feel that the Festival shared a lot.
David and I were very privileged to see things, and at the same time we didn’t just say,
“Oh, we loved that” and then walk away. We tried very hard to bring it and share that with
other people. I’d like to feel that generosity lived continually in our thoughts, we worked
very hard to share them.
AR: That’s what festivals are about.
HB: They are, that’s part of it, there are other things; aspirations, an opportunity to
connect. Festivals have their own resonance of so many different things happening at
the same time, develop their own energy, which is really important for feeding people
who spend the whole year round in Perth, who probably don’t get as much as that. So
the point of getting a buzz, and how do you connect the art-makers with the Festival, is
a real challenge.
When I started, when I was Festival Administrator in ’89 we had a pretty rickety old visual
arts program. Just one of things that you have, every festival needs to have this, this and
this, and yet you’ve got to do it properly, or not do it at all. That was always a source of
certain contention between David and I as to how much resource we put towards the
visual arts program.
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The great thing that I got from working at the Festival, was I given the chance to learn
and be exposed to things that I probably wouldn’t have had if I’d just stayed in theatre.
And I was learning from scratch basically. Ending up being the person who put the visual
arts program together, it took me a few years to hit my straps. And doing the Writer’s
Festival, putting that together, it took me a bit of time to do that. But what it exposed
me to, I was so lucky, a whole different area of creativity, and appreciation of that and a
much deeper understanding of it. These were areas that David liked, but unless it was
going to be one of his favourite writers coming, it was really not his interest. He knew
we should do it, and it had to be a good program, but putting it together was not one
of his priorities.
AR: And being the administrator, although you’re talking a lot about programming, was
there anything within the organisational culture that you changed? Or did you find that
the staffing structure worked well?
HB: That’s really interesting. We shared, it was very much a partnership in that sense,
David and I, because we also shared a number of things. I probably ended up doing more
of the HR stuff with the staff. David’s style would be described, probably as a charismatic
leadership style, which lifts you into places that you probably wouldn’t always aspire. But
the downside of that style is the understanding of people as people outside the fact that
they’re useful to you to get your vision, that needed some softening and I did tend to get
a lot of the staff coming in and talking about various issues because I suppose in the end
I was the one who ended up doing a lot of talking to him about alternative approaches
to issues.
And also the relationship with government and the others, it’s how you’re delivering the
message. David’s view was that you just take the bull by the horns, and call a spade
a spade, ‘cause he’s a Yorkshireman. I use to remind him that there is a saying about
Yorkshiremen, they’re Scotsmen with all the generosity ground out of them, and the only
good thing about Yorkshire is the road that leads to Lancashire. We did have a lot of
sparring about the fact that I was from Lancashire and he was from Yorkshire, especially
as my football team was Liverpool and his was Leeds, which he doesn’t talk about so
much nowadays. So at times I was just trying to soften it. At other times he was saying,
“You need more balls”, in terms of I was not being aggressive enough. I would like
to think that we complemented each other. David was definitely a mentor to me and
allowed me to explore a very broad range of the cultural spectrum.
[47:47]
Back to ’86! Footsbarn bloody theatre company! I’ve tried to wipe that from my memory.
Did David tell you anything about Footsbarn? Footsbarn theatre company was a travelling
theatre company, whose lifestyle would probably be described as hippie. They got the
name from a barn on the property of Mr. Foot, in the West Country in the UK. And as
David said once, “You know, you make invitations to people, hoping that one day you
don’t actually have to act on them.” He invited them to come over to Australia, and
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perform, and they said, “Yes, we’ll come over, but we want to go to see all of Australia.”
There’s an old Chinese proverb, ‘Be careful what you wish for, it might happen.’
In the end, and that’s why I was full-time, because Will Quekett very cleverly went
on long service leave in ’85. They started with us in ’85. This is a company of about
thirty, including all the kids, they travelled with the family. We built them a tent, which
in hindsight was not - - I don’t know why they sent the administrator out rather than
a technical person to check about the tent. We built this tent, which a sail maker built
for us. The instructions to put it up - - the experience of working in a tent, you need to
be a circus operator, you need to know about tents. Putting a tent up that can fit 600
people is an art in itself. Well, I came in to this, not knowing anything about it, trying to
establish instructions as to how to put this tent up for people. I think we were very naïve
in believing we could do it. And it cost us an arm and a leg, which is probably why David
has tried not to think about it. There was this huge tent, there was a large semi-trailer,
rigid semi-trailer which would take the tent and all the gear. Then there was a series of
caravans, and we’d bought all these vehicles, Land Cruisers, some of them weren’t
actually strong enough to take the caravans, so we had to change those. Then there
was a school bus, which was an old bus converted into a school.
It was one of those shows where, by the time they’d done the tour for sixteen months,
they’d covered most of Australia, including inland, they’d gone up the Gun-Barrel
highway, from wherever it was, Port Augusta right through to Alice, through to Darwin
and Katherine. At that stage, I actually had this Pavlovian reaction to STD pips. My heart
would literally contract whenever I got a call because in terms of organisation they still
thought that they were travelling in Europe. And I’d say, “This is thousands of kilometres
you’re going, and you’ve got to have your shit together.”
They were going to do three things, from what I understand. One: they were going to do
a film of King Lear, which is one of the pieces they were touring, and they were going
to do that for a period of time. Two: they were going to do a residency in Papua New
Guinea during the tour, and I’d arranged for all their gear to be stored in RAAF hangers
in Katherine. The third thing was that they were going to get a passage out to Canada
for the World Festival in Canada. None of that happened. I used to call them Millstone
Theatre Company.
Having said all of that, and it was a nightmare, people will say to me when I still talk
about it, “Footsbarn, wasn’t that the circus show that I saw somewhere, out in the bush,
and it changed my whole way of thinking, and I went into theatre,” that sort of thing.
The nature of that, and it toured all round Australia. I have a map somewhere, I can’t
find it, which has little notes on it like: lost car, lost caravan, lost finger, lost drummer.
The drummer went off for a short break in Bali, and came back two days later, and his
partner had moved in with someone else, so he’d gone off in a high dudgeon. I had to
get Gunga in, instead of Gungadin.
On day, I got this phonecall:
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“Oh Henry, Paddy here. Look, I’ve had a bit of a crash.“
“Oh God! Are you ok?”
“Yeah, yeah, it’s alright.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m in a petrol station.”
“Where did the crash happen?”
“In the petrol station.”
“You had a crash in the petrol station!” (Incredulously)
It was one of those things, it just never stopped. Will and I were sent, towards the end of
the tour, we were sent to put the hard word on them. They’d spent all their money. We’d
given them an advance on per diems, as far as I could see it was spent on pizza, beer
and dope. And they’d spent all their money and so they were saying, “We’re not going
to do any shows”, because they knew towards the end when there was a whole lot of
bookings that if they didn’t then we’d be losing a lot of money. So we had to negotiate
with them some behavioural changes. They were then ringing up and telling David that
they had no money and the children were starving and things like that. Not knowing
of course, that all the bank accounts were coming to us because they’d opened bank
accounts here. So we took the liberty of looking at some of the bank accounts and
realising that there was money in there, but whether they were saving it up for something.
They in the end claimed that we should be paying for them to go back, and they weren’t
going to do anything to the cars, they weren’t going to clean them out or do anything
for the resale, unless we got money to ship everything back, and we did pay some of
it in the end. But they basically had reneged on a lot of stuff. It wasn’t good. There was
no doubting the gift they gave a lot of people. Extraordinary sort of rough theatre, really
definitely rough theatre, but wonderful energy and physicality. But in terms of trust and
respect I don’t think there was a lot there, I did feel we got taken a bit for a ride.
AR: Is that a landmark in that you learnt not to do it again?
HB: No, I don’t think it’s ever stopped up taking on things that maybe we shouldn’t have.
No, we’ve probably never done anything as ambitious as that again, in that sense. What
it taught me was we need to do a lot more research and planning and putting things in
place before we engage in anything like that. From my point of view, it was great when
we did the Mahabharata. I hadn’t been involved in the planning for the other one, but
being able to go, “OK, well we’ll need this, and we need to have this in place, and we
can’t expect that”. So there was some realistic budgeting too, about what it’s going to
cost. Whereas, I know we under-budgeted for Footsbarn. But that’s the sort of thing noone else would take on, they’d say, “You’re mad to do it.” And yeah, we were mad, but
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there is a legacy there, in terms of people who’ve actually seen it and they’ve gone, ”That
was an extraordinary piece, I saw that, I remember that piece.” And it was the same with
Mahabharata. You can talk to any number of people who’ve seen it and went, “That
stands out in my mind.” I know people who saw it three times. Those were pieces that
actually provided a legacy to the community, in terms of a different way of storytelling.
[58:40]
AR: That’s fantastic, thank you very much, we’ve been talking for an hour, or rather
you’ve been talking for an hour. Shall we stop there for the day?
HB: I’m actually happy to carry on if you want to, do you want to finish it off?
AR: Yes, well, the other thing I’m wondering about is if you felt there were phases and
cycles to the Festival. Were there things imposed top-down?
HB: There were streams that I think you could look at. For me, I don’t think that I really
hit my straps in terms of what I was doing in the programming side until about ’91, ’92.
If you look at the Festivals that run through to about ’96, I feel that there was a sort of
purple patch in there. Certainly if you look at street theatre, which we’d started basically
in ’89 or ’90 when Royal de Luxe first performed. You won’t find them in any brochure,
because we got the money at the last minute after we’d got the brochure, printed the
brochure, but we really wanted to do it. We said we’d do it as a street theatre piece and
that was phenomenally successful in terms of visitors to Forest Place. And that was really
the start, the testing of a rejuvenated street theatre program.
When David started in 1976, the health laws and stuff, he started doing outdoor street
theatre stuff when he first started, but the restrictions that were placed on it, and the
resistance by local government, the City of Perth, was such that it made it very difficult to
do anything. There was a whole phobia about outdoor eating because of the flies. But by
the time we revisited it again in ’89 really, and we had been doing things like Northbridge
Festival, which had been successful, up to a point. Meg Sheen, who ran a craft shop,
had run it for a number of years. It had camels going down the street, and belly dancers,
and I think a very community arts sort of feel to it. I tended to take it a lot more into
contemporary music, much more performance, different styles, jazz, performance art
and street theatre in it, because I think it was trying to animate the streets in a way that
was more relevant to young people.
We really did hit our straps in the ‘90s. And some of that was to do with the funding
phases that sit within foreign governments, for example France had put a lot of money
into street theatre and contemporary dance. So there was quite a significant amount
money available to help us bring very large groups over. But we saw it essentially, for
me certainly, and I think David shares that, but my feeling was that if we’re to grow an
audience for what we do, then we need to remove what I call the ‘Edifice Complex’,
which is where people go, “Oh, this is a theatre, I don’t know the rules, and therefore I
won’t go in.” But if you have theatre out in the open where people normally congregate
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there’s no rules in that sense. At least they get exposed to something and think, “Wow!
That was great, I might go and try it!” So it’s a way of trying to engage another group
of people who wouldn’t normally go to theatre. I’d like to think we’ve been successful
there. And it was also about what makes a city tick, a debate which is being had now,
and I’m still involved in that. How do you animate the streets? What gives it a pulse?
It’s really important. And that’s why we did a lot of programming in street theatre and a
significant amount of money was spent in that area, probably more than any since.
[1:04:23]
In terms of what you’re saying, strands or changes, phases or cycles? There’s the annual
cycle anyway, how do you put a festival together. Interestingly enough, there is also a
challenge in that from a marketing and development point of view, how do you keep
the profile of the Festival up so that you don’t appear sporadically. You’ll read in one of
David’s forewords, in one of his Festival brochures, that he said, “I know that everyone
thinks that I’m Rip Van Winkle, I’ve been asleep for most of the year, and ‘Hey presto!
Here’s a festival.’ ” And it is part of that ongoing challenge to have a profile all year round.
The challenge was thrown out a number of times. The late Geoff Gibbs was very critical
of David and wrote a number of articles about what he saw as some of the shortcomings
of the Festival. And it was a lot to do with, why can’t we have it all year round like this,
rather than just concentrated, when you can’t see everything? The whole argument is
about the importance of the focus, delivering its own energy, the resonance. And it’s also
about the profile, where you’re placing the arts, in terms of, if you did it all year round
people could find ways it could be ignored. And that was not necessarily the role of that
Festival, there should be other institutions who produce that and tour that.
I was a trustee at the Perth Theatre Trust for a number of years, and its programming
was seen very much as something which shouldn’t be in competition to what’s
happening in the local companies. At the same time there wasn’t enough money for the
local companies to put on the work. So there were these gaps, but there wasn’t really
enough money to put significant work in there. It was chicken and egg, and probably
more of a reflection of a lack of overall vision for cultural development in terms of State
Government, which tends to run on four year cycles of policies rather than the bigger
picture. It might say, “We’ve got a ten year road plan”, but you’ve got a four year reelection cycle. Within that context, that vacuum, it’s very difficult to then start putting
together some significant strategy.
So with the cycle of the Festival, we’d be knackered at the end, everyone was off for
two weeks holiday, don’t go to Rottnest, I promptly went to Rottnest. Then we’d come
back and make sure we’d pay all the bills. Phyllis Gregory, the accountant, would pay
all the bills, getting more and more bad tempered about having to hand out money, she
was a typical accountant, very good at taking the money but hated giving anything back.
Then into acquittal phase, at the same time start touring again, going overseas in May.
Between that period of May, June, July, August, sometimes September as well, we did
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most of the overseas visits, see what we could pick up. Edinburgh was always in there
from a point of view of stocking fillers from the Fringe, so it might be Ennio Marchetto
or Snarling Beasties or something, bit of comedy that we wanted to throw in because
that’s something that lightened the heavier stuff and hopefully was also going to provide
us with some income. But we also went to street theatre festivals in France, and festivals
in America and Canada, Mexico, Brazil. Tough life. I’d have to say that I was enormously
privileged to have worked at the Festival, starting as a stage manager and finishing
sixteen years later as a general manager.
AR: And do you miss it?
HB: Do I miss it? No, I think I’ve gone beyond that stage. There was a time, you’ve done
something for fifteen years, there are things that are very hard not to miss. But after a
few years you get on. I think the difference for me, say, and David, is David probably still
does miss it because it’s been his life. Whereas for me, I’ve gone on to doing this, and I
had my own company afterwards where I produced work and toured some shows and
stuff. Now I have this ability to connect the business sector with the cultural sector, and
help people who are creating work. So that gives me a lot of satisfaction, to see new
work being created and I can help people to source the income. So I’m still connected
in that sense, and I still end up giving a lot of advice to people.
As I said, we had an open door policy generally, people always found it pretty easy to get
in to see us. Now, whether we took them up or not, generally speaking with the visual
arts especially, where I’d said at the start, “OK, we’re going to have less galleries in, but
we’re going to give them more space in the brochure”. Because I think you’re paying
lip service otherwise. You need to have care taken about how the thing looks, because
it’s visual arts. There was a process which looked at the quality of the exhibition, its
uniqueness and its relevance to the rest of the Festival program.
With the local theatre companies, we had a pretty interesting relationship. I mean some
of the work was crap, but we kept pursuing it, and we’d listen. I had introduced a way
of putting some money in, much in the same way as the Major Festivals Initiative ended
up being afterward. I said to David, “Look, no use complaining about local stuff, that it’s
undercooked and underdone and really shouldn’t be up there. Lets find a way we can
give them money over a two to three year period to work on a piece, do all the R&D stuff,
so that when it gets to its final piece of development for the Festival, it’s had a lot of work
put into it so that it’s ready.” We chose a couple of things. One was not good, despite
all the work they didn’t get it together. And the second one was after I’d left really, which
was Black Swan Plainsong, which seemed to do very well. It wasn’t exactly what they’d
told us they were going to do. It seemed to me to be similar to Peter Brooks Mystery
Plays at the Roundhouse that I saw in the ‘70s. Very similar techniques and stuff.
Do I miss the Festival? Not really. I mean, I go to things. The first year that I wasn’t there
I loved it, the program was extraordinary. I just went along to see these fabulous shows
that I knew we couldn’t afford. I just went along and I didn’t have to worry about the
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fact that there were very few people in the audience, that this was going to lose them a
tremendous amount of money, I just thought, “Hey, it’s great not to worry about these
things for a change”. Normally when I was at the Festival, I spent the whole time looking
round. I’d seen the shows before, so for me it was about gauging the audience reaction,
seeing if something technical had gone wrong.
David might not have told you this story about our adventure with the unions. Did he ever
tell you about visiting artists? There was this sort of theory, back in ’92, ’93, something
like that, when Labor was still in power federally. There had been this arrangement that
we had to join every artist up to actors’ equity or the musicians’ union. And the joining
fee was the equivalent of a year’s subscription plus a joining fee, even if they were only
going to be with us for a week. The Department of Immigration implied to us that this
was part of the rules, and the unions kept telling us this. Immigration then changed
the visa charges, from what used to be ten bucks or something to get a visiting artist’s
visa, they put it up to a hundred, maximum ten, so a thousand. The impact that it had
on our budget, we looked at it and went, “Bloody hell!” And then we went, “Hang on!”
We did a bit more investigation and could find nowhere that actually said it was a legal
requirement for artists to join the unions. The argument being that they had to join the
union, that way they wouldn’t get shafted by unscrupulous promoters, and this was a
lot to do with Rock ’n’ Roll. As we pointed out, on the back of the immigration form we
actually signed something that says we will guarantee to pay the going rate, the agreed
rate, the minimum award for whatever they’re doing. So we had this discussion, and we
just said, “We’re not going to pay.” And did the proverbial hit the fan (emphasised).
Really what was happening was that the unions, the muso’s union and actors’ equity
were funding their offices out of the money they were taking from these artists, making
the visiting artists join the union, pay the joining fee and an annual fee. A joining fee plus
one year’s subscription. We worked out that they were making a lot of money out of this,
and in fact, this is true because half of their members weren’t paying their pay fees.
AR: So they had to find another income source.
HB: Yes, and you should ask David about the telephone conversation that he had with
Peter Woodward, to do with writs, and being buried in F-ing writs. This happened in the
same year we were doing Royal Shakespeare Company, doing the Comedy of Errors,
very funny, and The Song of Jacob Zulu which was a piece which had the Ladysmith
Black Mambazo as the chorus, fantastic piece.
One day, we had our final discussions, the two union reps came in, and we had this
discussion, at which they said,
“No, the reason we have this is somebody’s got to look after the artists that’s why.”
And I said, “The relationship between the artists is actually with their management, not
with us. It’s the management who agreed to this. So they’d go back to British Equity if,
for instance, it’s the Royal Shakespeare Company.”
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“Oh no, no, no, no, they’d come to us.”
“What happens when the ballet goes abroad, the WA ballet, would they go and talk to
British Equity?”
“Oh no, they always talk to us”
I said, “Why don’t you just do reciprocal rights, if you’re a union?”
“I’ve never heard of such a ridiculous idea!” (HB imitates gruff accent)
Getting to the nub of it, because it means if you had reciprocal rights then of course you
lose the income. It was all “Wooohhh!” like this. We sort of calmed them down over a
bottle of whisky, which David and I think Peter Woodward were consuming, and maybe
Jay Walsh, he was the rep from actors’ equity. I said, “Look, I’ve got to go.” I had to go
and get changed to go to the theatre. And so I left David there, and the whisky bottle
was going down.
I got in to the theatre, and the thing that had really freaked us out about this was that all
the people had radio mics on in the show, because they were all singing, especially the
chorus, Ladysmith Black Mambazo. And David said, “I hope this works because we are
paying a lot of money.” “Look David, it’s ok, I’ve seen it, I’ve tested it, it’s fine, they’re
doing really well.”
David walks in just before the curtain goes up, he looks at me, obviously looking quite
tired (HB mimics David), “Glad somebody had time to go home.” And he sits there.
Anyway, opening scene comes up, Ladysmith, they’re like a Greek chorus, and they’re
appearing from backstage and singing. I don’t know if you’ve heard Ladysmith Black
Mamabazo, fantastic voices. As they came up, I heard this (HB imitates mics crackling).
And David just does this (HB turns his head and looks scathingly), as if to say, “What
the…?” (HB laughs). Anyway, what had happened, is one of Ladysmith, they’d actually
sat on their receiver beforehand.
But it was one of those things where I’d left him there in the office, I don’t know if you’ve
been to the Festival office, but the director’s office looks out over the gardens, over the
river, sitting there with these guys, doing a bit of negotiating over a bottle of Glenfiddich.
So we did change that, that was a major change, and we were threatened with a whole
lot of legal things, industrial convenors there and lawyers. David was in his element, St
George fighting the union dragon.
In the end they backed down, ‘cause they weren’t getting support. They wanted all
the musicians to strike, and not play in the Festival. Particularly Pierre Andre Valade
was doing a piece, he was conducting the WA symphony orchestra. The musicians all
said to the union, “No, no leave us alone.” So that all fell in a heap, we did manage to
change that. And I think those were the things that we did manage to achieve. It just
made it easier for overseas artists to get in. Without wishing to deny people employment
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opportunities, it got to the stage where you had to justify, you’d justify the employment
on the basis of we’re doing this show, but we’re employing all these people backstage.
If we don’t do the show, we won’t employ them. As opposed to them saying, “You’ve
got sixteen actors from overseas, now where are your sixteen actors from Australia?”
The discussions were too basic, they needed a much more broader approach. So that
did change, which was good.
I think, interestingly, what Lindy’s done with the Indigenous, and there have always been
roots through there, we would probably be one of those festivals which actually, not
necessarily through the Festival, but through Black Swan for instance, in the early days
had more Aboriginal writing. Jack Davis’s Dreamers, probably was in ’82, the first piece
that Jack wrote which came to the stage. Then a number of Jack’s pieces appeared
during the Festival, and he’d be a senior writer figure. Bran Nue Dae, Jimmy Chi’s piece,
that happened during the Festival. There had been sporadic building of it. What I think
Lindy brought when she came in, much more strategic way of approaching it, there was
a shape.
David used to say, “I don’t want a theme, I don’t want a theme, otherwise the tail wags
the dog” I used to argue that actually a theme is a liberating thing because it gives you a
basic structure if you make it broad enough, and gives you a concept within which you
can program. But David was keen to program according to see what he saw and what
he liked, which is his prerogative. Having said that we did do a couple: ’96 was South
America, I went over there in ’95. ’96 was one of the really interesting Festivals, one of
my favourites, because of the breadth of the work that was in there. There was a really
good buzz about it. That’s it! Come back if you need any more. Maybe we could explore
the unusual approach that the University of WA takes towards employee relations!
AR: Excellent! Thank you very much for your time, that’s very kind of you.
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Lynn Blenkinsop, wife of David Blenkinsop – Interviewed 20
August 2007

Notes
Lynn Blenkinsop was interviewed at her home in Nedlands. Lynn had been sent interview
guide questions prior to the interview, and had taken the time to type up answers in note
form. These notes also form part of the data collection for the research. She also made
extensive changes to the story of setting up the Friends of the Festival organisation when
she was given the opportunity to do so. Lynn was interviewed just a few days before she
and David were about to embark on a trip to Asia and Europe, which accounts for some
comments made in the transcript.

Interview Guide Questions
When and where were you born?
What were the names and occupations of your parents?
Where were you educated?
How did you feel when David first asked you to move to Australia?
David has mentioned to me that you were instrumental in setting up the Festival
offices when he arrived. What do you remember about those first few weeks in
Perth, with regard to the Festival?
Tell me about your role in setting up the ‘Friends of the Festival’?
What do you think were the cultural landmarks of the Festival of Perth, and what
made them cultural landmarks?
As somebody closely connected to the Festival, what were the biggest changes
that you saw from 1977 to 1999?
What were the best bits and worse bits of being the Festival of Perth’s director’s
wife?
(This can include impacts on your personal and / or professional life, if there were
any)
In your experience, is the phrase “Behind every great man, there’s a great woman”
true?
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AR: This is an interview with Lynn Blenkinsop, conducted on Monday 20 August, 2007,
at quarter past seven in the evening (7.15pm)
Good evening, Lynn.
LB: Hello, Anne.
AR: First of all I must start off with some of the formal procedures. I’d like you to
understand that the interview is being recorded, that you will receive a transcript, which
you will be able to edit, and that whole or part excerpts of the transcript may be used in
a research thesis for ECU.
This transcript, or audio file, may be stored at a library, such as that of ECU, UWA or the
State Library of Western Australia, and I’d also like it to be noted that Lynn has already
signed the informed consent form, fulfilling ECU’s approved ethics requirements.
Lynn, are you happy with all these details?
LB: Yes, absolutely.
AR: Thank you very much. I sent you through an interview guide earlier, so we could
maybe just start with some of the biographical details. If you could maybe give me a clue
about your life before you arrived here.
My parents told me I was born in February 1942, in Herne Bay, Kent, during a very, very
cold winter. I lived there and, later on, in Temple Ewell and Dover before leaving when I
was almost nine. What else would you like to know?
AR: I was wondering what the names and occupations of your parents were, and where
you were educated?
LB: My maiden name was Dalby, D-A-L-B-Y, my father’s name was Donald. My mother,
Winifred Harriet Rodwell grew up in London and Folkestone, Kent. She played both the
violin and the piano. My love of the countryside grew from early country ramblings and
bicycle rides with my parents.
During the Second World War, my father was a soldier in South-East Asia. After the war,
when I was almost nine, we went to Nigeria, which of course was still a British colony
in those days. He worked there as a civil servant, as controller, or head of the special
investigations branch of customs and excise.
While in Dover, my father worked for customs and excise, where he was often in charge
of the bonded warehouse. Sometimes he’d be there all night, and was able to read the
impounded books. Everything that nobody else in England was allowed to read, he sat
and read!
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Lagos, or being in Africa, was an amazing experience. I only lived in Nigeria for two
years before going to high-school. In those days, everybody’s children went to England
to board, but we went overland down to South Africa, and my parents asked me, “Well,
would you like to go to school in England or South Africa?”, so at the age of eleven I said,
“I’ll stay in South Africa.”
So I boarded in a Roman Catholic Dominican convent, where I learnt piano and French
after school hours. But my days were spent at a co-ed, bi-lingual government-run school,
which was one of the most amazing experiences in my life, I learnt so much. When I first
heard Afrikaans being spoken, I could not believe such a language existed. However,
learning it as my second language was compulsory and as I matriculated with an ‘A’ in
Afrkaans, my name was written up in gold on the oak board of honours in the school.
I returned to live in Nigeria when it became independent. My father decided he was no
longer going to stay because of the corruption. People tried to bribe him, he wouldn’t
take that, shopped the lot, and returned to England, which is where I met David. I went
to college to study music and secretarial studies. That in a nutshell is my early life.
AR: Which college was it?
LB: Bournemouth, which is now the University of Bournemouth. I was there for two
years and then worked for one of the earliest firms dealing in automatic watering and
undersoil heating, ‘Wrightrain’ of Ringwood. Believe the only country they could not
export to was Australia!
AR: So you met David, how many years did you stay in England?
LB: Fifteen. We came out here in ’76. By this time, David had worked for the Bournemouth
Symphony Orchestra for fifteen years. Having done music and secretarial studies, the only
place I wanted to work was for the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra. Unfortunately,
or fortunately, I met David, and I said, “I really want to work here.” He said, “Well you can
either work here or you can marry me, but you can’t do both!” Oh, damn! So I thought,
“Alright, I’ll marry you!” Working for him, and with him, was to come later when I came
out here.
[05:30]
AR: When David first asked you to move to Australia, to up sticks and all…
LB: Ah, you see he didn’t! He didn’t ask me! When this whole thing came up, and I know
David’s actually spoken to you about this, I said to him, “You go, you’ve got the chance
of flying out and spending a week there, do it anyway. But if you think we’re not going to
stay, just bring me back a little present.” He arrived back and presented me with a very
nice opal ring, and I said, “I don’t know why you’ve done that, because I know we’re
going.” He replied, “But I haven’t told them. I said I’d come home and discuss it with
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you”, much to their amazement. And of course we did, we talked about it and decided:
it’s only for two years, so we’ll up sticks and go.
On the plane, we were talking about things, and what we’d do in Perth, and I remember
saying to him, “Well, I know that in the job you are going to do, you’ll be working flat out,
and unless I actually work in some way with you, I won’t see anything of you.”
AR: The fact that it was for two years…
LB: I thought two years, this is great, we’ll go out. I don’t know how I’d have felt if I’d
thought it was going to be permanent. The first year was very, very hard, with no family
support but at least everybody spoke English here, which was one big advantage. But
it wasn’t easy because David was literally flung in at the deep end, and he was never at
home. So I did everything apart from doing what he did in the office.
[08:00]
AR: I heard you were instrumental in setting up the Festival offices.
LB: That was quite funny. We arrived on Easter Sunday, and the University had prepared
us a house to live in. David Hewson, who at that time worked in the Vice Chancellor’s
office, was marvellous and pointed out to them that this Blenkinsop couple were arriving
with two young children in the middle of the night, which happened to be Easter Sunday
and all the shops would be closed. So thanks to David, they actually put us up in a
hotel for a couple of nights. What was so lovely, David (Hewson) came to meet us at
the airport. There he was wearing his English mac which he hadn’t worn for years, with
an Easter egg in each hand, one for each of our boys. That has some bearing later on,
which I’ll tell you about, regarding airport visits and the artists.
But setting up the office, I couldn’t believe it. Nobody today would put up with it, they’d
be on the next plane home! Nothing was set up. No office, no staff, nothing had been
booked, no venues, nothing in place, and this was in April, bearing in mind there was
going to be a Festival within a year. We were offered a choice of offices and Tuart House
seemed to be the best, but we were told we could only have it for a short time. A short
time is better than none. David and I set to, moved rubbish out, and, having bought
plastic gloves and cleaning equipment, cleaned the place thoroughly.
In order to find out about the Festival, we went in search of past Festival files. In John
Birman’s office, his secretary said, “Ooh, well, you could have one file.” I replied, “Well,
there are two of us. Do you think we could have two files?” So we were allowed to take
them out two at a time, and she did actually give me a notebook and some pencils.
Having no phone in the house we were living in I had to arm myself with coins, and go
to a public phone box, where I phoned round to organise interviews with prospective
staff. Can you imagine anybody doing that today? A festival director’s wife! I mean, it’s
an absolute hoot, it really is. As I say, we’d been thrown in at the deep end, and we just
had to get on with it.
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One of the first people to be interviewed was Sherry Hopkins, who had worked with the
previous Festival for a long time. I can remember sitting there at the typewriter in the
little room next to David’s, I was working away, and in she came. “Good afternoon, I’m
Sherry Hopkins. You must be Mr Blenkinsop’s new secretary.” And I said, “No, I’m his
wife actually.” We can laugh about it now, but Sherry had absolutely cringed, “Oh Lynn,
I could have died, I thought I’m never going to get the job now.” It was a good way to
start, but eventually we had things well set up with excellent staff.
What did surprise me one day as I was going to make David a cup of coffee, I said to one
of the junior girls “Would you like me to make you a cup of coffee?” “Oh, Mrs Blenkinsop,
you can’t make me a cup of coffee!” I found this very strange, because when you’re
dealing with people, you cannot have a ‘I’m better than you’ feeling.
AR: I’ve heard about lots of things you did in the beginning, not just cleaning out the
offices, but …
LB: Oh - - ‘Friends of the Festival’. There was no support organisation when we arrived
and one of the things we wanted to ensure was that there would be ‘bums on seats’
during Festival events. We invited people we had met and who were really interested
in the arts to attend a meeting along with any friends they could muster. There were
forty or fifty of us standing as we did not have enough chairs. Within six months we had
organised a Council of ‘Friends of the Festival’, incorporating a few members of our
newly formed social committee.
The most important job of the Council was to spread the word of the Festival to maximise
ticket sales. Membership of ‘Friends of the Festival’ was extremely popular with over
1,000 joining in 1977, rising to over 2,000 in 1988. People joining ‘Friends of the Festival’
were provided with large discounts on tickets to Festival events, were the first to be
notified of the Festival program, had a dedicated booking period prior to the public
booking period, and they formed a very happy band of supporters who frequented the
social events organised for them by the Council. There were quiz nights, champagne
gala opening nights for films (Newsfront, Tree of Wooden Clogs, Gloria, and opera, The
Marriage of Figaro – State Opera of South Australia), pre-Festival specials giving Friends
the opportunity to discuss the forthcoming Festival, special dinner events such as ‘A
curried collation of Kipling’ with an Indian flavour, and ‘Our Little Italy Bit’ where we were
transported to Italy through food, dance and song. One of the events continued over
the past thirty years is the chicken and champagne soiree preceding the opening night
of the Festival Film Season in the Somerville Auditorium. Can’t think how many chicken
sandwiches were made by members of Council over that time. Council also arranged
for Friends to receive discounts at various restaurants, vineyards and on interstate and
overseas travel.
The other big draw to join ‘Friends’ was the Festival Club. As a ‘Friend’, entry was
free. Making excellent use of this were the fulltime students under 21 who joined as
‘associates’. I remember the fantastic later years when the Club was held in the undercroft
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of Winthrop Hall. People streamed from the various on-campus venues to sit either
inside, listening to overseas jazz mainly, or outside by the pool in relative quiet. One area
set aside for ‘Friends’ and artists gave rise to scintillating late night conversation and the
formation of many a friendship.
A questionnaire was posted out to ‘Friends’, one question being about their favourite
forms of the arts and if they wished to entertain artists. The response was fantastic.
Membership rose steadily to over 2,000 in 1988 and a variety of functions was organised
for visiting artists - - pool parties, water polo, prawning parties at Matilda Bay, dinners
under the stars in private gardens, trips to the beach, Yanchep to see the koalas, boat
trips twilight sailing and barbeques. All artists were catered for, even members of the
symphony orchestras. I well remember members of the Halle Symphony Orchestra
spending an evening with eleven different sets of hosts who arrived in convoy at the
hotel to collect their charges and oversaw their safe return.
Many artists enjoyed their free day on either ‘Manitoba’ (courtesy of Friends’ council
member Susan Hovell nee Bunning) or ‘Pollyanna’ (courtesy of Friends’ council
member Pat Skevington and skipper Tony Smith). Many an artist enjoyed being on
board ‘Hiawatha’ for a trip to Carnac Island and lunch, courtesy of The West Australian
Newspaper. We wanted to ensure artists would be looked after in exactly the same way
as overseas friends coming to stay in our own home and we know that the entertainment
they enjoyed in Perth is remembered with much nostalgia.
During the early days, sponsorship was in its infancy and every cent raised was put to
a good cause. Monies raised from Friends’ membership and fundraising events helped
sponsor festival artists, pay commission fees, buy tents and T-shirts embroidered with
‘Festival of Perth’ and the swan logo. For three years, a Festival merchandise section
was set up in the Myer store, manned mainly by the secretary (me). It was good to have
a town outlet where people could come and discuss festival events at their leisure.
[16:28]
One landmark was, when people no longer waited to check the brochure before paying
their subscription. What I called real Friends of the Festival, they said, “We know it’s
going to be a fantastic Festival”, and they had absolute faith in whatever David was
going to bring in. So they paid their annual subscription straight away. Other ‘Friends’
paid their subscriptions once they realised they could recoup it from discounts on the
shows they wanted to go to.
One of the most important things that I enjoyed and did make a big difference was
when the Festival bookings opened, of course these were the days before computer
ticketing, all hard tickets. Down at the Concert Hall, six weeks before, and Friends of the
Festival were allowed to book for the first three days, so they had priority booking. I’d
go down there every day for six weeks, getting there about eight, and I’d see this huge
queue of people, they’d have their Festival brochure, they would be talking, discussing
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among themselves what they were going to see, should we go to this, shall we go to
that. Of course, you don’t get that today, this is one of the saddest things, the demise of
the paper ticket. This is one of the biggest, biggest disadvantages. Anyway, the doors
opened, the people came in, and off they went.
Well rather than stay in the queue, many of them would come over and chat to me, or if
there was a problem, unfortunately, go and see Mrs Blenkinsop. The town council, City of
Perth, gave David I don’t know how much, to provide certain tickets for the pensioners,
so there would be x number of tickets for each event. I can remember there was one
elderly couple, two women actually. Two women had been standing in the queue for
some time and I said, “Come and sit down and chat. Obviously you’re going to buy a
pensioner’s ticket, what are you going to?” “We always go to ballroom dancing.“ And I
said, “But Festival is about experiencing things you would never do normally,” and they
weren’t too sure about that. We had the Phillip Jones Brass Ensemble coming to play
in Government House Ballroom. I’ll never forget it, because when I mentioned it to them
I said, “Have you ever been into Government House Ballroom?” “Ooh, no, that’s not
for us.” And then I said the Phillip Jones Brass Ensemble. “Ooh,” she said, ”I don’t like
Salvation Army music” which was wonderful! Anyway, I persuaded them that if they went
and heard this particular group, they could also have a look round inside Government
House Ballroom and they went. I said, “Look, if you haven’t enjoyed it, let me know.”
Months later, I was at a concert, and who should be sitting in front of me but these
two women. I tapped them on the shoulder and said, “Hello, what did you think about
the concert?” They raved about it. “Do you know, we’ve decided that every year we’re
going to see, or listen to, something that we’ve never done before.” I thought wow, this
is wonderful, this is what festivals are all about. These two wonderful old women, who
must have been about the age I am now I suppose (laughs), made that decision.
It did make a big difference to many people, having somebody down there, talking to
people, not necessarily swaying them, but helping them. There are people who are
afraid to try something new. I’ve often said to people, when you go and see or hear
something, and you come out and think, “Oh God! I hated that!” The most important
thing you’ve done is to actually have an opinion about it. What you do now, when you
get home, or in the morning, ask yourself why you hated it, and from that you will learn
a lot. If you’ve really liked something, think why.
They were very good those six weeks before the Festival. There were people who just
couldn’t wait to buy tickets. They’d still be in a queue during lunchtime and had to return
to work so they would come and say, “Will you get me these tickets” (whispered). There
was one chap who had been working up north in Tom Price. He had taken two weeks
holiday to attend the Festival. He just sat down, literally flung his brochure that he’d read
across the desk and said, “Pick the eyes out of that for me!” I did! I’ve seen him every
year since. He’s been a tremendous Festival supporter and a ‘Friend’. He has come
down from Tom Price on his two weeks holiday to spend at the Festival. This was the
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first time I had heard of someone taking their holidays during the Festival. He went out
every night, and does the same even now, almost thirty years on. So that’s amazing.
I have already mentioned the Festival artists. What else did I do? Being secretary of
‘Friends’ was a voluntary job, and I was going to do it just two afternoons a week. But I’ve
never done any voluntary job in my life that didn’t end up being full-time. Unfortunately,
as you most probably know, if your heart and mind are really set on something, you have
to do it to the best of your ability. And if something needs doing, you do it. If it’s gone
five o’clock, doesn’t matter, you do it. This was in a way one of the hardest things about
the job. I couldn’t divide my time, but for the first ten years, I suppose, I worked from
morning until night, everybody would be asleep and I’d still be working. It was hard, but
it was worth it, and it was much appreciated of course.
[24:08]
AR: Do you want to tell me about the Friends of the Festival and the airport?
LB: Actually, the Friends of the Festival weren’t really connected to the airport, but, I’d
always go with David to the airport to meet artists. In those days, all the planes from
Europe were arriving at three, half past three in the morning. So I can remember, David
would do a day at the office, and then go to the Festival club and depending on which
day of the week it was, it would close between one and two in the morning. We’d go up
to the airport, meet the artists, see them to their hotel, come home, and on a couple of
occasions, it was already daylight and people were alive and well on the Terrace when
we came out of the hotel. David would come home, have a shower and go back to the
office, that was his typical day.
But one of the loveliest things about meeting artists at the airport was that you got to
meet them, and also, I would never come back in the car with David, I’d always come
back in one of the coaches with the artists, so we could explain to them about Friends
of the Festival. People who wanted to entertain them would write a letter, to be put into
their ‘artist’s pack’ organised by the Festival staff. Each pack contained a complimentary
pass to the Festival Club, details on where to eat, bus time tables, all the normal things
that one would have, plus any invitation from people who wished to invite them.
We always said to anybody who wanted to invite artists, “You have to realise that these
are Festival artists, they need to rehearse, things can go wrong, so you must not expect
them to be able to say ‘Yes, we’re coming’. Whatever food you prepare, if the worst
comes to the worst, and they can’t come, it’s not going to be wasted.”
Of course, in the later years, when the boys had grown up, and I was able to travel
overseas with David, look at the various shows and then meet the artists before they
came here, that was even nicer really, because when we did go to the airport, not only
did I have an inkling of who I’d seen before, but they recognised me. This was especially
important with the company from South America, Macunaíma, who had travelled four
days to get here. I remember one of the girls coming through customs, mass of black
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hair streaming, and she looked at me, arms were spread out, “Lynn! Lynn!” and sort of
launched into me like a kid after the first day at school.
It immediately made them feel more at home. And also for Festival artists, they all had
my telephone number. They were asked to ring any time if they were desperate. We
had some very strange requests, people were wanting pushchairs for their kids, and
somebody decided they wanted to play tennis.
It was very hard to explain to people that the sun was hot, and that they must wear
sunscreen. David and the Royal Perth Yacht Club organised a Festival regatta each year.
The prizes of course were tickets to various Festival events. Festival artists were invited
to go out for a day on the Swan River, which was just wonderful. It normally took place
at the beginning of the Festival, so not all the artists were here. Once David retired the
regatta and other boat trips went out of the window, I think it went in the too hard basket.
Bearing in mind David’s staff was only very small, a quarter of the size it is today, he was
still organising all these extra-mural things as well. So, it was quite something.
[29:00]
Oh, yes, that’s right! Yes, I was going to say secretary of ‘Friends’ was a voluntary job
(laughs). Nigel Prescott realised I was working for six weeks straight off at the concert hall
and thought, “No, this isn’t fair, should be given an honorarium for that.” The Secretary
of Friends is now really part-time but they’re paid, so that’s changed.
‘Friends of the Festival’ was almost disbanded because the number of friends had
diminished drastically during the years after David. If you want people to become ‘Friends
of the Festival’, as I’ve mentioned earlier, when they believed and they knew that the
content of the Festival was going to be good, they would automatically sign up. But, you
have one disastrous Festival, or not so good Festival let’s say, then they’re a bit cagey.
It’s been very, very sad over the years to meet people, some of which we don’t know,
who have come up to us and said, “This is terrible, there was only one thing I wanted to
go to in the Festival, there wasn’t really much.” You might hear that once, but when you
hear it again and again from people, that’s worrying, so it’s no wonder the ‘Friends of the
Festival’ almost collapsed. They’re just beginning to revive it now, and I’m hoping that
once the new director is installed with her marvellous ideas, ‘Friends’ will once again go
from strength to strength. She’s already had the most wonderful sense to get rid of that
awful Verandah thing with deafening noise. It meant that if you wanted to go to a decent
concert you had to go at half past six to avoid the Verandah noise. It’s a bit like the tail
wagging the dog. So they’re now going to have a nice noisy thing on the Esplanade.
The other thing that was done under the auspices of the ‘Friends of the Festival’ was
the artcard scheme, which was for full-time students under twenty-six. It was a one-off
payment of $5. They could get, not only tickets for the Festival, but tickets for things like
the WA Opera Company, the ballet company, and certain theatres in town. We hoped
young people would go to things that they had not experienced.
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One young man had lost his artcard and came onto the office. We started talking, this
was after the Festival, but I used to work out of the Festival office. I said, “Have you ever
been to the ballet?” Oh no! He was a grown man - ballet! That was a sissy thing. I said,
“Look, you have an art card, you are entitled to have the best seat in the house at a dirt
cheap price. Why don’t you do yourself a favour? Really, go and see it, just this once.”
He did, and he had the decency to ring me and say that he was just absolutely bowled
over. Another young person had been introduced to a new artform!
Two youngsters came in one day; they too had lost their art cards and were in a rush.
They said, “There’s a fantastic show on at the Regal and we want to go.” I said, “Ooh,
no, they’re not giving concessions to art card holders for that. But do you really want to
go?” So I wrote a letter explaining they had lost their cards. I said, “Go down and speak
to them,” and bravo for the Regal Theatre, they gave those two people a good price,
because they were art card holders. Many more young people made excellent use of
their artcards.
So, you see, I’ve only mentioned a couple of people. Young people have to be able to
go and see the shows, not sit up in the gods always. If they get used to sitting in the
good seats, they can hear everything, they’re seeing everything, you hope that by the
time they are working, they’ll have a good idea of what they like, they’re used to it, and
they will continue. So I think that it all meshes, you know, the Friends and the Festival.
AR: Which we call audience development these days.
[35:00]
AR: Moving on from the Friends of the Festival, you talked about the changes that
happened, because it’s long time-span, ’77 – ’99, a lot happened in the world, and a lot
happened in the Festival. What were the biggest changes that you saw?
LB: One of the biggest changes that affected me, and a lot of people in Perth, was
David’s insistence on dance, not the classical tutus, but just about everything else. When
I think about the exciting French companies, Canadian, American, and Twyla Tharp,
Desrosiers, so many of them. We still don’t have a decent dance space, so the majority
of them were in His Majesty’s Theatre. These companies had what I call a “WOW” factor:
you were just bowled over, they were just wonderful.
Up until that time, as a young girl, I’d been a little ballet dancer, so ballet and classical,
that’s all I knew. But suddenly here was this amazing theatre of movement and dance,
and it took a long time, but I know the audiences gradually built up, it was very, very
tough. I think David was able to subsidise it from good ticket sales at the outdoor cinema.
Unfortunately dance has slipped over the last eight years, which is very, very sad indeed,
and a number of people have mentioned that.
The other thing was the introduction of really top-rate foreign theatre. Not just, as you see
now, foreign theatre with surtitles, but foreign theatre where they were speaking foreign
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languages. As I mentioned earlier, Macunaíma, which was absolutely fantastic, was in
His Majesty’s Theatre. The word got round that many of them were bare-breasted. For
this particular show, it must have been one of the early ones, we actually printed the
programs well in advance, so that when people came to buy their tickets, they could
also buy a program, which meant they would actually know what it was all about.
I’m just trying to think of what language we haven’t had theatre in from Europe. Just
about everything, we’ve had Russia, Georgia, Italy, France, Belgium. We’ve had a lot
from Africa, but they’ve all been in English. It was just fantastic stuff. When you have
really, really good theatre, even if it’s in a foreign language, you can understand it. It’s
only when you have rotten theatre that foreign language can be a problem!
One of the most important reasons for having really good foreign theatre and why it
was so necessary, is because in this isolated place we need to have a benchmark. I
remember when I first arrived, the first week we went and saw ballet in the concert hall,
‘Slaughter on St Theresa’s Day’ at the Playhouse, and something else, and I said to
David, “If this is what the standard is, and everybody’s saying isn’t it marvellous“, and
eventually I said, “Why? If this is the standard, I want to get back on the next plane and
go home.” Because they all thought this was absolutely fantastic, the press said you
wouldn’t find it better anywhere else in the world. How on earth could they say that!
David changed that by bringing in excellent quality performers, then at last, people could
say, “Aha!” When local companies were not included in the Festival, because David
didn’t consider them good enough, he had a lot of enemies. But, looking back on it, I’m
sure they realise, and if they were truthful would say, well, actually, we were not up to
par. But until that time they didn’t know, I’m sure of it. So that was a hard one for them
to learn, but still there we are.
[40:00]
AR: No other big changes for the moment? I can always ask you later if you think of one.
LB: Oh yes, yes. One of the other biggest changes came about through street theatre.
We had the small groups doing real street theatre, which was amazing. It had never
been done before over here. We also had the huge epics. Peplum, I think, is one that
nobody will forget. We’d been round, and I’d told people, “You must come and see it,
you must come and see it!” It was free, the company would not allow tickets to be sold,
but you had to give people tickets because there were only a certain number of seats.
The reaction from so many was: “Yeah, well, we’ll wait and see what so-and-so says.”
Consequently, by the last performance, there wasn’t a seat to be had and there were
thousands who had travelled from all over the place. I thought, “Let this be a warning!” If
you have a director who is known for bringing in quality things, you don’t wait, you book,
you get in there, you get in there!
AR: It’s a classic problem of giving away free tickets, people don’t put enough value on
them to bother coming.
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LB: Well, ok, so you want to have bums on seats, and I think that if that happened today
- - oh, I don’t know, it’s very hard. I remember the last Festival (2007), there were some
very good things, but because there were only two or three performances, they sold
out. It’s very rewarding to look at the books and say, “This sold out, that sold out.” That’s
great, but for an isolated place like Perth you have to allow more people to buy tickets.
You can’t just have a couple of performances. Maybe David erred the other way, he
would have eight, ten, whatever, so that people did have the opportunity to go. If you’ve
got the opportunity and you don’t take it, that’s one thing, but when the opportunity is
gone and you can’t get in, that’s not good.
Street theatre was marvellous. And of course, one of the things with street theatre,
when you’re watching something absolutely wonderful, you don’t turn to the person
who’s next to you and say, “You’re black, green, pink. I don’t like the way you look,
I don’t like the way you talk.” You are so bound up that it’s a bit like a market place.
You’re so excited, you’re smiling, you’re talking, you’re saying “Isn’t that wonderful!” It’s
a wonderful thing to get people together, really, really good street theatre is like that. I’ve
seen a lot of people’s reactions and it’s just been fantastic.
So I think yes, the street theatre. The other thing was the introduction of overseas
orchestras. I think we were ruined, every year apart from a couple, David had a big
international orchestra. We had the same reaction here, “Ah, but we’ve got our orchestra,
what do we need an international orchestra for?” Well, you might as well say, “We’ve
got good bread and butter, so why go out and buy Italian bread?” It’s very sad. The
orchestras were wonderful, and a lot of people are saddened because it doesn’t happen
any more. I know costs are absolutely enormous, but relatively speaking, the costs, I
think, are no more now than they were then.
And of course, the other thing is if you’re running a festival, the costs are going to be
much higher if you’re going to be elitist, and you’re going to have everything just for your
festival. When I was in Europe many a time with David, meeting other festival directors,
talk was about defraying costs. The more festivals involved, the cheaper it was all round.
So that worked very well, especially every other year when it was with the festival in New
Zealand, that was fantastic.
Oh God, he did all sorts of things. I remember him having a children’s festival. Cats and
Joan Pope, she was a marvellous woman, or still is, doing things for children during the
holidays, they had fantastic things. And also up at what I call the academy, it’s ECU isn’t
it? They had a number of fantastic things up there for children.
I would go round to the schools and talk to various classes, mainly years 10, 11, 12,
either about the Festival shows coming up, or the music. I would always try to find things
to tell them that were not in the programs, especially concerning the various companies
doing Shakespeare.
They’d read, this is happening, that is happening, and there’s a name. But if you could
tell them that, “He was the baddie in Z-cars!” or “He was the drunk who was in…!”
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“Wow!” And immediately they latched on. That was very, very worthwhile. I remember
going to one of the schools in the hills and saying to the teacher, “You mustn’t miss this,
whatever you do.” He said, “Well, if you’re sure.” (We had a schools’ bookings officer,
eventually.) The teachers would come and they’d bring their 20, 30, 40, 50 kids and I
remember this night at the Maj, I saw him when he came in, he said, “Be it on your head
if they don’t enjoy it!” I said, ”It’ll do them good.” Then of course after he came out with
a big smile, “It was wonderful! They loved it!” That was good.
So we had a lot of young children, a lot of young students. Now, of course, it doesn’t
seem to happen, apart from attendance at the odd thing. It’s more difficult now of course.
Teachers don’t like to be responsible for young people out at night. Maybe we have to
tell children to take their parents out to performances, I don’t know, but things have
changed. I’m just trying to think if there was anything else.
[48:00]
AR: This is not definitive, you can email me with any of your afterthoughts.
LB: You’ll have to wait for about six or seven weeks then. That’s all I can think of at the
moment.
AR: My next question is a really leading one. What were the best bits and the worst bits
of being the Festival of Perth’s Director’s wife?
LB: Well, the best bits were in fact the worst, depending on how you look at it! Of course,
the best bits were, as I’ve already mentioned, accompanying David, going and seeing
shows, seeing how he worked. We’d arrive in London, he’d go to a meeting, I’d have
a sleep, then we’d go to a show, then it’d be back to bed, meetings, on to a train, two
or three shows at night. And I realised after a while that you had to see a number of
mediocre shows, or they might have been good, but because you were seeing so much,
when you saw something that was really fantastic it stood out. And I remember David
saying, “Right, this is it. What do you think?” I said, “Yeah, great!” I did act as a sounding
board, I remember on a couple of occasions I sat there, turned round and looked at
David, he’s turning round and looking at me, “Uh-uh, no, we’re not going to waste our
time on this one.” But there were a lot of things too that David would have liked to have
brought but couldn’t.
There was going overseas to meet the artists, and later meeting them at Perth airport,
and trying to look after them. One of the crazy things I did was check their birthdays,
and it was amazing the percentage of artists who had their birthdays, January, February,
March. It was incredible and it could be quite embarrassing too!
We had an all-male gypsy orchestra from Budapest. If somebody had a birthday during
the Festival, then I would prepare a little something, a card and flowers. Then I decided,
the men, flowers? No, I’ll buy a miniature bottle of cognac. It was ok when there were
only a couple of the men, but this particular group, staying at the Ambassador hotel in
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Perth, had three ‘birthday boys’. Birthdays on the Monday, Wednesday and Friday. I
remember going to the reception desk the first day, saying this is for so-and-so, handing
over a miniature bottle with a flower. Having gone down the second and third time, I
remember thinking, “My God, what do they think I’m doing?”
It was all very much appreciated, just a little extra for our Festival Family. We did have a
few parties round here, not many of course, because we were too busy. But I normally
managed to have at least one night off during the Festival, and we made it pay.
One of the loveliest things now, is that you might have a couple of months go by, but
certainly no more, and there’s news from one of our Festival Family from somewhere in the
world. They write to us, and this time we’re going to Europe, we’ve had an invitation from
‘Groupe F’, who are the great fireworks people, to go and see their show in Versailles. It
takes up one of our important days in London, but we’re still going to see them.
David gave ‘Les Arts Sauts’, trapeze artists from France, their first international job. One
of their wives had a little girl born here whose middle name is Swan. When we saw them
in New Zealand in 2006, they said, “Look, we’re disbanding, we can no longer continue,
we’re all getting older. Our last show will be in Lausanne, 23rd September, we would love
you both to be there.” So we said yes.
This sort of thing is happening all the time, and it’s just wonderful. Over the years, artists
have become real friends. This is one of the loveliest things, or the legacy if you like, of
them having enjoyed their time at the Festival, which meant so much to them. Of course,
it meant a lot to us too.
The worst? Still one of the best things has got to be seeing all the shows, or almost all
the shows. The worst thing, well really I suppose - - time. Creating time for everything
that needed doing. I suppose if I hadn’t had a family it would have been different, but
having said that, I might not have worked with David, I might have been working on
doing my own thing. The only disadvantage was that David worked! He’d often be off at
dawn, then he’d ring, “I’m going to be home by half past seven”. He would then realise
that come half past seven here, it was around midday in Europe and he could start
ringing England. So he’d finish the day’s work here before starting work ‘over there’!
Many a time I’d get the children’s meals. I’d wait and wait, nine, half past nine, ten I’m
going to have mine. In he’d walk, and I’d say, “Here you are!” That was one of the most
difficult things. But of course, I never ever said to either of his children, “You wait till your
father gets home!”, because it would have been useless to say that.
The worst thing I suppose too, was being absolutely, utterly, physically and mentally
exhausted at the end of the Festival. We used to take the children out of school, go over
to Rottnest, and for the first couple of days I just slept, which didn’t go down very well
with them at all.

ANNE M RENNIE

[

APPENDIX A

– page 77

PRODUCING THE MOON

A N A C C O U N T O F T H E F E S T I VA L O F P E R T H : 1 9 5 3 – 1 9 9 9

I can remember seeing Dame Rachael Cleland, who unfortunately died not very long
ago, just before one festival, which obviously wasn’t one of David’s. She said, “Oh it’s
so wonderful to see you looking so well, because at the end of Festival, you’ve always
looked so haggard!” And I couldn’t disagree with her. And I thought, “Well, it obviously
showed I did something!”
[56:00]
AR: Shall we move on to the last question, again, a very leading one. In your experience,
is the phrase ‘Behind every great man there is a great woman’, is it true?
It’s a good job you’re not talking to Germaine Greer. I think that might have been the
case many years ago. I can certainly think of men in amazing jobs whose wives are being
absolutely fantastic, but they’re not always behind them. I think the few I’ve known, they
work hand-in-hand, they will discuss things.
And also, of course, when I was born, when David was born, which is a hell of a long
time ago now, that was in an age when loyalty existed, and you didn’t expect to be
paid for everything. Happiness was something that you couldn’t go out and buy. Goods
and chattels might have given you a so-called fulfilment, but happiness came about by
making other people happy. Maybe this is why, maybe, by helping David, I suppose I
have achieved great happiness, because he has been very, very appreciative, especially
now as he’s no longer running the Festival.
And of course, I’ve always been his biggest admirer, and God help anybody who wanted
to stab him in the back, because I wouldn’t have that. But then I was very lucky, because
he always did what was right for the firm for which he worked. In Bournemouth it was
always what was right for the orchestra. He never had any ideas of power, aggrandisement
or anything like that, I know that. Same for the Festival, everything was for the Festival.
He had to fight to have people being allowed to eat out of doors, because of the fly
problem, we couldn’t believe it. Eventually, of course, he won through. He fought for
years for a decent, large, lyric theatre, he’s still fighting, he still gets very, very cross about
it. There’s still a lot wrong here, and I said to him, “You can do only so much, you can’t
carry on really.”
But, ok, I was the woman behind him, I don’t know about a great woman. I’ve had no
need to push him, but I’ve certainly kept a few knives out of his back by being there!
AR: That would be a great moment to end on. Thank you very, very much for your time.
[End]
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Interview with Margaret Seares – 18 September 2007

Notes
This interview with Margaret Seares was conducted in her office at the University of Western
Australia, on the 18 September at 3pm. Margaret read and signed the informed consent
form prior to the interview and, as there was a limited time available for the interview,
Margaret suggested that the verbal repetition of the summary of the consent form be
omitted.

Interview Guide Questions
Where and when were you born?
Where were you educated?
When, and in what capacity, were you first personally involved in the Festival of
Perth, and how has this developed over the years?
How would you describe the working or organisational relationship between the
Festival of Perth and the University of Western Australia, and what have been the
biggest changes to this relationship?
What do you consider to have been the cultural highlights of David Blenkinsop’s
time as Festival Director, and why?
What do you think were the shortcomings of David Blenkinsop’s tenure as Festival
Director, and why? (this might be on the programming front, financial management,
organisational direction, or any other aspect of the role.)

AR: This is an interview with Margaret Seares. Margaret has kindly agreed to all the
ethics procedures as laid down by Edith Cowan University. Margaret, the first question
that we’ve got here on the interview guide is where and when were you born?
MS: I was born in the United Kingdom, England, in 1948.
AR: What were the names and occupations of your parents?
MS: My father was a businessman, my mother didn’t work.
AR: What were their names?
MS: Keith and Kath Edwards
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AR: And where were you educated?
MS: In Perth, here in Western Australia.
AR: When did you move out to WA?
MS: 1950
AR: Was it at the University of WA (your education)?
MS: Yes, I did my undergraduate and postgraduate degrees in music at UWA.
AR: Thank you very much. Moving on to questions about the Festival of Perth, I was
wondering when, and in what capacity, were you first personally involved in the Festival,
and once you’ve described that maybe you can go on to say how this relationship has
developed over the years.
MS: I think I was probably first involved in the Festival, though I can’t pin this down, in
terms of being a student, a music student, in performances, but I couldn’t tell you which
years or what they were. That’s my sort of vague memory. Then as a staff member,
obviously attending concerts and plays and so forth, performances of the Festival.
Then in very recent times, since 1997, when I came back to the University in a role
overseeing community relations at the University, I’ve periodically attended Festival
board meetings, and was involved in various sorts of management issues relating to
the Festival, up to the present day. At the moment the general manager of the Festival
reports to me, and I also meet regularly with the artistic director, and I represent the
Vice-Chancellor on the board of the Festival.
AR: How would you describe the working relationship between UWA and the Festival. As
far as I’m aware it’s kind of UWA’s ‘baby’, but I know that that has changed significantly
over the years. Particularly the times you’ve been involved in the management issues of
it, how would you describe the relationship?
MS: During David’s time, I think the relationship was relatively loose. I think a lot of
people out in the community didn’t necessarily know the Festival was a section of the
University if you like. Although, on the other hand, there was probably a lot more actual
Festival activity on the campus. There was the Festival club out here, there was a lot
more use of the various theatres, as well as the film season, which is still very strong
today. Physically, I think the relationship was probably closer. In terms of management
it was, I think, a lot looser, and I also think that if you’d asked most University staff, they
would have been surprised to find that the Festival was part of the University.
Then in 2000 / 2001, we had a major financial problem with the Festival, which meant
the University had to bail it out. And I think for the first time, people became aware of
the problems, became aware of the relationship with the University. It would have gone
under had the University not been standing behind it. People also became aware that
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the Festival actually has no legal entity outside the University - it’s not its own legal entity.
People also became aware that there was a relationship between the Festival and the
governing body of the University, the Senate, and the Senate certainly, suddenly became
very interested in what was going to happen to the Festival. There was considerable
debate as to whether is should indeed be continued under the umbrella of the University.
So I would say that since that time, there’s been much tighter control of some of the
aspects of the Festival by the University, particularly the legal and financial aspects, than
was the case previously.
[05:15]
AR: And do you think that that is the case because, for the most part under David
Blenkinsop’s reign, the Festival was pretty much self-sufficient financially?
MS: No, I think it’s more because, just like every other university, all universities have
become much more financially transparent in recent years. They’ve had to because of
various mechanisms of devolved financial management. There were times during David
Blenkinsop’s period where the Festival went into deficit, but no one knew about that, the
University just covered the costs. Nobody in the University knew about it, because the
University’s finances weren’t as transparent, so no one was poring over annual reports
and seeing where all this money might have come and gone. So, some of it is to do with
the fact that, certainly David managed well, but he did have deficit Festivals, and they
were just sort of covered over.
Just as, in those days, if a university department or school went into the red, it was just
covered over. Whereas these days, in every university, you’ll hear of dramas such as
that going on at the University of Melbourne where the Arts faculty has gone into the
red. Now, twenty years ago, it probably went into the red, no one knew, and no one
took a blind bit of notice. This time, the dean’s resigned, some staff have been made
redundant, so it’s a very different environment.
AR: And do you think it’s good for the University, for that relationship between the Festival
and the University to be promoted far more strongly these days?
MS: Absolutely, because universities need to be seen to be part of their community. This
University has as one of its driving values to be an intellectual and creative resource for
the community, and obviously the Festival well and truly comes into that aspect of being
a creative resource.
AR: What do you consider to be the cultural highlights, or maybe even the cultural
landmarks, of David Blenkinsop’s time as Festival Director, and what made them
highlights or landmarks?
MS: Well I suppose you’ll ask different people. My background is in music, so obviously
I really appreciated hearing some of the big and great orchestras of the world that we
didn’t otherwise hear in Perth. David also put an emphasis on contemporary dance, at a
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time when there was a relative dearth of contemporary dance in Perth, and fine theatre.
So I think the Festival absolutely fulfilled the mission of filling in gaps in the cultural
offerings of WA, as well as bringing to the city certain ensembles, or theatre companies,
or whatever, dance companies, that we wouldn’t often get here.
AR: Is there any one item that stands out, like a particular performance?
MS: A lot of people will think about The Mahabharata, a major and very significant
performance, which no way could it have come to Perth without a Festival. And I think
it was with the Festival that I heard the Chicago Symphony here, and there were also
several other big, international orchestras. I remember Chicago, I remember some quite
stunning performances. Those are the ones that tend to stick in the mind.
AR: Do you think there were any shortcomings of David Blenkinsop’s time as Festival
Director?
MS: People in the visual arts would say there were. People in the visual arts had some
concerns about the role of the visual arts in the Festival for some time, and they certainly
tended to voice those. They felt that the Festival, particularly in David’s time, was very
performing arts oriented. And there was some concern with the Writers’ Festival which
happened at certain stages. But people thought that the Writers’ Festival was very low
key compared with those that operated in say the Adelaide Festival, or in other interstate
writers’ festivals. There was also considerable concern from the local arts community
about their own lack of representation in David Blenkinsop’s Festivals. Felt that it was
very much just bringing in what’s called the ‘shopping trolley’ festival - go out overseas
with a shopping trolley, get the best things you can, bring them in, but they’ve gone
again and left no impact on the local arts sector.
[10:37]
AR: And do you think that approach did leave no impact on the local arts sector, or did
you think it set benchmarks for them?
MS: You’d have to do a very careful study of that. On the surface, if you look at the state
of theatre in Western Australia, the state of contemporary dance in Western Australia,
you’d probably have to say it did have very little impact on the local arts sector. Empirically
looking at the state of things now.
AR: And was there anything about, other than programming, was there anything you
could talk about, the financial management or the organisational direction?
MS: I think David Blenkinsop was quite unique, in that he was able to both create an
artistic Festival, albeit somewhat conservative, artistically shaped Festival, but very strong
nonetheless, and good financial management. It’s not an easy combination, he was
very successful in most years in that regard, and got a good sense of what the people
in Perth would respond to. People’s criticisms at the time were that it was a Western
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Suburbs Festival. I think you’d have to look carefully into that too. Was it a Western
Suburbs Festival or was it a Festival for what the people in what the demographers
talk about the AB demography: educated, age 40 - 65+ people, who also had enough
money to go to the Festival? Certainly that was a criticism, and there’s been quite some
effort by David’s successors to break the Festival out of that Western Suburbs mould.
Another criticism was that it didn’t seem to impact upon the City of Perth very much.
People look at the way the Adelaide Festival really takes over the city of Adelaide, and
felt that David’s Festivals didn’t really have that impact on the city.
[13:00]
AR: You said earlier, that the physical link of the Festival, with a lot happening on campus,
was greater during David Blenkinsop’s time. Do you think that is because the directors
have now tried to move it more into the city?
MS: Absolutely, and some of that is because the City of Perth has been quite fussy about
the money they’ve put towards the Festival. They don’t seem to think that it actually
provides enormous branding for the city to have the name of Perth carried with it, and
they get very jumpy if things happen in suburbs other than the City of Perth. Some might
say it’s a rather small minded attitude, but it certainly has driven successive Festival
Directors to try and put more things in the city. And also, some of it is about trying
to enliven Perth, you know, the old ‘Dullsville’ thing. Subsequent directors have felt a
responsibility to try and take, drive the Festival a bit more into the city.
AR: So is it a negative or positive thing for the University that the University’s Festival is
less on campus these days?
MS: If you asked our venues people, they’d say it was negative, because they don’t
get as much throughput, obviously. In other ways the Festival’s association with the
University has been much better known. We have our name on its tag, the logo is much
more visible, messages from the Vice-Chancellor or the Chancellor are in the program
etc. So there’s been much better branding of the Festival and the link with the University
since 2000. If it goes into the city, that’s fine, it takes the brand with it. Certainly, I think,
as I said, there was very little branding of the Festival and the University, there were even
debates about whether the Vice-Chancellor should even have a role in speeches on
opening nights, and things like that during David’s time.
AR: Was there anything else you’d like to say about the Festival. Do you have a personal
opinion on it rather than an institutional one that you’d like to put forward?
MS: I think the issue about the local arts community is a very important one. The funding
of the Festival, the lion’s share of funding comes from Lotterywest, what used to be
the Lotteries Commission. Obviously, in anything they fund, they like to feel that there’s
a strong community involvement or engagement. So, things like trying to broaden the
demographics, or move more things into the city are very important. I think one of
the great successes for Lindy Hume’s time was a thing called “The Verandah”, very
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much a contemporary music venue, projected to the people probably in Generation
X, even Generation Y, so a lot more of that type of activity, trying to appeal to different
areas of the community. And in Sean Doran’s time, much greater reach into regional
Western Australia. Another thing that Lindy Hume’s time saw was the development of a
commissioning program which therefore did engage local arts much more, and I think,
try to build up the artistic capabilities and aspirations of the local arts community.
AR: Now that the UWA co-branding with the Festival is so successful, it is so recognisable
as part of UWA, is UWA committed to the Festival, as it has been for a very long time,
even without as much promotion of the University?
MS: Absolutely, it’s part of the University’s range of community activities. In our budget,
and in our structures, it comes under something called community activities, which is
about providing cultural resources for the community. So it includes our art gallery, our
Indigenous museum, our concert series and the school of music festival, our publishing
house, which is UWA Press, and University Extension. They are all part of community
activities, and the Festival is part of that group. In some ways, whereas the other
components all tend to report to different people on the campus, the Festival reports
to me, it’s the only one that reports directly into the Vice Chancellor’s, and that does
recognise its status in the community, and the importance that the University places on
it.
AR: Originally the Festival was part of the Extension Service, part of the Adult Education
Board. Do you still see ties there?
MS: We’ve just had a review of University Extension, and one of the things we looked at
was how they could re-engage a bit more with the Festival. And indeed I had the general
manager of the Festival on the review team, so that we can start to build that connection
back again. So, yes, I hope we might sort of see almost a full circle, going back to John
Birman’s time.
AR: That would be a nice circularity. Thank you.
[19:18 End]
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